[image: image35.jpg]



[image: image1.jpg]Today's Christian Woman

Series




	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	Balancing 
Work & Home
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	Table of Contents

Click on the study title or article you’d like to see: 

Study 1: Debunking the Myth of the Ideal Mom


Article 1: Carla’s Quest


Study 2: Balancing Work and Family Life


Article 2: Balancing Act


Study 3: Balancing Your Life by Saying No


Article 3: Just Say “No”!


Study 4: Creating a Stronger Parent-Child Bond


Article 4: Connect with Your Kids


Study 5: Conquering Guilt


Article 5: Kiss Guilt Goodbye


Study 6: Looking for Rest


Article 6: The Gift of Rest


	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	


[image: image9.png]


[image: image2.jpg]Today's Christian Woman

Series




	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	Leader’s Guide

Debunking the Myth of the Ideal Mom

Did God give us a formula for motherhood?
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	“Constant pressure to live up to unrealistic ideals can lead women to serious problems like depression,” says Carla Barnhill in her interview with Jane Johnson Struck for Christian Parenting Today. Barnhill believes the role of motherhood has been undervalued and over romanticized by our culture and our church. This has led mothers to feel overwhelmed by expectations, unsure of their parenting decisions and skills, and burdened by a sense of failure.

Why is it essential to differentiate between God’s leading in parenting and our desire to please others by fulfilling idealistic expectations? How can we gain contentment in our role as mothers? How can women support, encourage, and assist each other through the journey of motherhood? Why should recognizing the truth that God has created us all uniquely and has a different function for every individual and family free us from social norms?
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	


Lesson #1

Scripture:
Genesis 22:1–18; 1 Samuel 2:29; 3:12–13; 4:12–18; 1 Kings 3:5–12; Romans 12:1–8; 15:1–7; 1 Timothy 6:6

Based on:
“Carla’s Quest,” by Jane Johnson Struck, Christian Parenting Today, Spring 2005

PART 1

[image: image10.jpg]Today's Christian Woman

Series



Identify the Current Issue

Note to leader: Prior to the class, provide for each person the interview “Carla’s Quest” from Christian Parenting Today magazine (included at the end of this study).

Carla Barnhill believes that in its efforts to protect the family from perceived secular influences that undermine it, the evangelical church has created the idea that family should be our primary concern in life, even to the neglect of the greater call—the gospel. Along with this idea come rules for motherhood based more on tradition and perfectionist ideals than on Scripture. The evangelical Christian culture seems to have created a pictorial romanticized mold for what a godly wife and mother should be, and it attempts to forcibly squeeze all mothers into it. This mold leaves little room for God’s creative, individual guidance that is uniquely different for each mother and family. It also creates frustration, false guilt, and depression because no woman can live up to the perfection it demands.

God has created us uniquely and has a different plan for each of us and our children. Motherhood should be about seeking God’s will in our lives and the lives of our children, not about putting family life and children before everything else. As mothers, we need to evaluate whether our parenting decisions are based on God’s guidance or social expectations and ideals. Barnhill reminds us that we can trust God to be bigger than one method of family life and childrearing. Our focus should be to live faithfully every day, seeking God for wisdom, being willing to obey his call and guidance, and bringing our insecurities and failures to his throne for forgiveness and redemption.

Discussion starters:

[Q]
Do you agree with Barnhill that the Christian culture often places the wellbeing of family as our primary concern in life, even to the neglect of the gospel? Why or why not? 

[Q]
In your opinion, what has contributed to the family-first movement so often prevalent in the Christian church?

[Q]
What idealistic expectations born out of the family-first movement create unnecessary burdens for moms? 

[Q]
What current “Christian” expectations for motherhood are based more on tradition than Scripture? 

[Q]
How might idealistic expectations keep moms from being transparent and honest about their struggles and emotions regarding motherhood?

[Q]
What idealistic expectations and social pressures do modern mothers face in the following areas?

· Working moms vs. stay-at-home moms

· Homeschool, Christian school, public school

· Discipline 

· Quality and quantity time

· Housework, cooking, childcare

· Family life vs. the greater call of the gospel

[Q]
Describe our culture’s view of the ideal mother. Describe the Christian culture’s view of the ideal mother. Is either of these ideals attainable? Explain your answer.

Part 2

Discover the Eternal Principles

Teaching point one: Loving and obeying God is to be our priority rather than putting our family first.

Read Genesis 22:1–18 and 1 Samuel 2:29, 3:12–13, and 4:12–18. Scripture makes it clear that family priorities should never come before God. God tested Abraham to see if his devotion to Isaac, his son, would take priority over his obedience to God’s call on his life. Abraham trusted God and obeyed him, even at the apparent risk of Isaac’s life. Because of Abraham’s faith and obedience, God spared Isaac’s life, made Abraham the father of the Israelite nation, and blessed all the nations on earth through Abraham’s seed. Eli, on the other hand, honored his sons before God. The disastrous results were the death of his sons and the defeat of the Israelites. 

[Q]
What were the results of Abraham’s obedience to God, even at the risk of his son’s life? Why do you think God tested Abraham in this way? 

[Q]
What were the results of Eli honoring his sons before God? Using Eli’s sons as examples, what detrimental effects could come from placing children as the highest priority in life?

[Q]
How might a person honor his or her children before God? How might this type of attitude cause us to neglect ministry or God’s call on our life? Give practical examples. 

Teaching point two: Seek God for wisdom in choices and decisions instead of relying on cultural norms and expectations for motherhood and family life.

Read 1 Kings 3:5–12. Solomon had the overwhelming and complicated responsibility of ruling and judging the Israelite people. He recognized his inadequacy to effectively fulfill his role as king. Solomon, however, did not give way to a sense of self-fulfilling failure nor did he simply follow the cultural expectations for his role as king. Solomon sought the Lord for wisdom, an understanding heart, and the ability to discern good and evil. 

Mothers also have an overwhelming and complicated responsibility. Like Solomon, we need to admit our inadequacies and fear of failure, stop relying on cultural expectations and ideals to guide us, and seek God for the wisdom we need for the daunting, relentless role of motherhood. Just as God gave Solomon the wisdom he desired, God promises to give this same wisdom to those who incline their heart to understanding and cry to him for discernment. Our focus should be to be a woman who fears the Lord (Proverbs 31:30) and faithfully trusts him for guidance every day. 

[Q]
According to 1 Kings 3:7–9, how did Solomon feel about his ability to lead the Israelite people? Have you ever had similar feelings of inadequacy about your role as a mother? Share your experience with your group.

[Q]
What was God’s attitude and response to Solomon’s acknowledgement of his feelings of inadequacy and his heartfelt request for help and wisdom? Does it encourage you to know that God is more than willing to give you the wisdom you lack as a mother? Share your thoughts.

[Q]
Why are we so often guided by social norms, traditions, and expectations, instead of seeking God for wisdom? Are there any benefits to social norms, traditions, and expectations? Explain your answer. Why is it so difficult to withstand social pressure, including Christian culture’s ideals and expectations? What are the results of making decisions based on cultural expectations and pressures, rather than seeking God for wisdom? 

Teaching point three: Our creative, omniscient God has a unique plan for each person and family.

Read Romans 12:1–8. Paul warned the believers in Rome not to be conformed to the world. By abiding in Christ through fellowship, the Holy Spirit will renew our minds so that we know God’s good, acceptable, and perfect will for our lives and families. Paul continued to warn the Romans not to think more highly of themselves than they should. He reminded them that God has not created us all for the same function. We are all one body, but God has created us as individual members with differing gifts that he expects us to use for his glory.

God has a unique and wonderful plan for each person and family. When we abide with Christ, his Holy Spirit will renew our minds and reveal to us his perfect and unique plan for each of our lives. When we think our way of doing things is the only perfect way, we think more highly of ourselves than we should. Recognizing that God has a different function for each person and family frees us from social constraints and allows us to be the mothers and families that God intends for us to be.

[Q]
What implications about social pressure are found in the warning to not be conformed to the world? In what ways might our parenting be affected if we allow ourselves to be conformed to the world? How do we keep from being conformed?

[Q]
According to Romans, how can we know God’s will for our lives and families?

[Q]
How does recognizing that God has not created us all for the same function free us from social norms? How is God’s work hindered when we expect all people to have the same function? How might this relate to motherhood and family life? 

[Q]
How is presenting our ideas about parenting and family life as being the only godly way an example of thinking more highly of ourselves than we ought (Romans 12:3)?

Teaching point four: Mothers need to accept, support, and encourage each other to find contentment in being the unique moms God intended them to be. 

Read Romans 15:1–7 and 1 Timothy 6:6.Christ calls us to look out for each other’s good. If we are strong, we should help strengthen those who are struggling. Certainly, this applies to motherhood. Women should strongly support each other in the demanding and complex role of motherhood. Mentoring, encouragement, sharing of ideas, listening, and being transparent about our struggles as moms all help to edify the body of Christ and to strengthen families. Christian women should strive for unity in Christ while accepting creativity and diversity of parenting methods and choices. Just as Christ accepts us, even so should we accept and help each other to be the moms God created us to be, for his glory and the good of our families.

Paul charged us to be content in the circumstances in which God places us. God will not choose the same path for each of us. If God calls us to be stay-at-home moms, then we should be content to be a joyful mother of children (Psalm 113:9). If God calls us into ministry or employment, then we should work with our hands in delight (Proverbs 31:13). If God has given us the gift of teaching, and he calls us to mentoring or homeschooling, then we should teach what is good (Titus 2:3). If God calls us to be light in the public schools, then we should let our light shine in a way that others will see our good works and glorify God (Matthew 5:14–16). Whatever God calls us to do, we need to do it heartily for the Lord and not for man, for it is Christ whom we serve (Colossians 3:23–24). Let us be content with whatever God calls us to do and be, that we may be known as women who fear the Lord and are faithful to his call.

[Q]
How can strong women help bear the weaknesses of women who are struggling? List practical ways women can support and encourage each other. 

[Q]
How can moms be of the same mind in Christ, while still allowing each other to have diversity and creativity in parenting styles and family life? 

[Q]
Why is contentment an important part of motherhood? What practical things can mothers do to help each other to be content? What can hinder our contentment? How do we maintain contentment?

[Q]
What effect might a discontented mother have on her family? How might a contented mother affect her family? Give practical examples.

[Q]
How does contentment glorify God? Give practical examples.

Optional Activity

1. In groups of two, work out a skit for each of the following scenarios, using characters 1–4 below:

A. Two moms who each believe their way is the only godly way to be a parent.

B. Two moms who are willing to accept different choices as God’s unique design for individuals and families, and who desire to encourage each other in motherhood.

Use the following characters:

1. A homeschool mom / a public school mom

2. A stay-at-home mom / a working mom

3. A mom of eight children / a mom who has chosen to have only one child

4. A depressed, overwhelmed mom struggling with a sense of failure as a parent / a confident, happy mom

After the skits, answer the following questions.

[Q]
What emotions did each scene catalyze for you?

[Q]
How can an antagonistic, critical, or judgmental spirit between women weaken our confidence? How can it keep us from being transparent about our struggles as mothers? How can it keep us from contentment? Why do we tend to criticize each other’s parenting skills and family choices? According to Romans 15, what should our response be instead of antagonism, criticism, or judgment?

[Q]
How can comparing ourselves to other mothers keep us from contentment? How can striving to fulfill expectations for the “ideal mother” keep us from contentment?

Part 3

Apply Your Findings

God has created us uniquely. He has individual purposes and plans for each person and family. When we seek his wisdom and follow his will, we are free from the expectations of man. None of us will be a perfect parent. God alone is the perfect parent. We bring our failures to him for redemption, and he offers us the glorious grace of forgiveness. Let us offer this same grace to each other, encouraging and supporting each other through this precious and joyful, yet demanding and exhausting, journey through motherhood.

[Q]
In what areas have you felt “Christian” social pressure to conform to a specific type of parenting? Share how you felt about this pressure. To what social norms or Christian ideals do you find yourself trying to conform? Based on what you have learned from this article and study, how can you be free from striving to conform to these expectations?

[Q]
How has another mother encouraged you in your journey through motherhood? Give a specific example. Give practical examples of how you might help another woman who is struggling with her role as a mother.

[Q]
Which part of this article or study was most beneficial to you? Why was it helpful?

Optional Activities

Consider starting a support group for moms or begin attending an existing one in your area.

Consider becoming involved in a mentoring relationship.

Study prepared by Julie Kloster, freelance writer, speaker, and regular contributor to ChristianBibleStudies.com.
Additional Resources

· ChristianBibleStudies.com
-Fear Factors in Parenting
-Parenting Together
-Mentoring Youngsters Toward Adolescence
-Responsibility Super Models
-Replace Whining with Respect

· Amusing Grace: Hilarity and Hope in the Everyday Calamity of Motherhood, Rhonda Rhea (Cook Communications, 2003; ISBN 0781435323)
· Guilt-free Motherhood: Parenting with Godly Wisdom, Dr. Julianna Slattery (Health Communications, 2004; ISBN 0757302262)
· Making Peace with Motherhood—And Creating a Better You, Heidi Bratton (Paulist Press, 2002; ISBN 0809140764)
· Motherhood in the Balance: Children, Career, Me, and God, Catherine Wallace (Morehouse Publishing, 2001; ISBN 0819218731)
· Motherhood: The Guilt That Keeps On Giving, Julie Ann Barnhill (Harvest House Publishers, 2006; ISBN 0736915036)
· The Myth of the Perfect Mother: Rethinking the Spirituality of Women, Carla Barnhill (Baker, 2004; ISBN 080106466X)
Article

Carla’s Quest

Former CPT editor Carla Barnhill searched for “the perfect mother”— and ended up redefining the roles—and worth—of weary Christian moms instead.
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By Jane Johnson Struck, for the study “Debunking the Myth of the Ideal Mom”

Unless you’ve been living in a bubble, you’ve probably heard about—if not watched—one of ABC television’s breakout hits, the Sunday-night series Desperate Housewives. In it, four suburbanites (and one prerequisite neighborhood floozy) live on upscale, picture-perfect Wisteria Lane. But things are not as perfect as they seem. One character in particular, “Bree,” hides her turbulent emotions behind her perfectly coiffed, Martha Stewart-like image of the homemaker who dresses in a twin set and pearls, whips up gourmet meals, and drives her family nuts. 

Although this television series’ slick mix of sexual hijinks, intrigue, and comedy makes sweeping generalizations about women’s roles, its popularity shows it strikes a nerve. Are there really lots of “desperate housewives”—or rather, “desperate moms”—out there?

Carla Barnhill, former editor of Christian Parenting Today and author of The Myth of the Perfect Mother (Baker Books), would say yes. Her experience as the mom of two, Emily and Isaac, and the experiences of the women she surveyed in 2003, led her to believe the weight of the perfectionist expectations Christian moms labor under is taking its toll.

“I was part of a series of nationwide Mothers of Preschoolers (MOPS) events and talked to lots of women there,” says Barnhill. “A number of these moms talked about depression, even suicidal thoughts, and how they found help through their friendships with the other moms in their MOPS groups. I thought about what would have happened if these women hadn’t had anyone to help them through these situations. I know at least one of them would have killed herself.”

Moved by these women—and the tragic story of Andrea Yates, the 37-year-old mentally ill Texas mother of five who in 2001 drowned her children one by one—Barnhill has been busy taking on the myth of the perfect Christian mother. In this exclusive CPT interview, Barnhill offers encouragement to fellow moms struggling to understand God’s perspective on their role and their worth.

Christian Parenting Today: Have you ever felt like a “desperate mom”? 

Carla: Sure! Being a mother is an exhilarating experience, one that has brought life to corners of my heart I didn’t know were there. But sometimes parenting is so relentless, I don’t feel as though I have the emotional or physical energy to keep going—like the time our daughter, Emily, kept waking us up at 3 a.m., wanting to sleep in our bed. There are plenty of times when I truly don’t know if I’m handling a situation right. 

As a mom, from the minute I open my eyes until the blessed moment I get to shut them again some 16 hours later, I’m on call. The responsibility never lets up. Motherhood comes with a tremendous cost. It’s not just the lack of sleep or alone time. It’s the unending burden of a role that has been undervalued and overly romanticized by our culture and the church. 

CPT: What you mean by overly romanticized? 

Carla: There’s that evangelical version of Superwoman that’s often used as an example of who a Christian woman ought to be. She’s the mom who never looks frazzled, has well-behaved children, has a clean house, and makes the best casserole at the church potluck. She teaches Sunday school and plans lively family devotions. She never seems to doubt herself or her parenting abilities. She loves her life and never, ever dreams of running away from home. She’s this ideal of who I think I should be—but I never measure up!

CPT: Where did this ideal come from? 

Carla: Over the past 50 years, the evangelical church has made a big push to protect the family from what it sees as the secular culture’s efforts to undermine it. Some of that’s good—families need all the support they can get. But we’ve gone overboard, creating the idea that the well-being of our family should be our primary concern in life, even when it means neglecting the greater call of the gospel. I call that the “cult of the family”—and one of its biggest myths is that a good Christian mom is a stay-at-home mom. Other myths include the belief that moms love being moms all the time, that every woman should be a mother, that good moms are always patient and kind and loving, that the only way to truly be fulfilled is to have children. 

CPT: A lot of women might agree with that.

Carla: My hope is that every mother feels content with where God’s taken her. If a mom has that, she’s where she should be.

But I’d also encourage those women to be on the lookout for moms who seem overwhelmed by the responsibilities of motherhood. Women who feel good about their lives can offer strength and compassion to moms who desperately need it. They can provide childcare, prayer, even a cup of coffee and a listening ear to a mom who could use a caring friend. Of course, they also need to recognize that what makes them feel fulfilled might not work for someone else. We need to be careful about prescribing a way of life to other women. We need to help them follow the path God has for them, not the path we have for them.

I’ve had more than one fellow Christian criticize me when I worked outside the home—and not in a gentle, compassionate way. One woman told me I needed to quit my job and give it to a man who needed to support his family. She told me I needed to go back to the Bible to see what God had to say about working mothers. This woman knew nothing about my situation. She had no idea that at the time I was the one supporting my family while my husband did his student teaching. For this woman, there was only one way to be a Christian mother—and I was not it. But the reality is, the Bible doesn’t tell us how to be a mother.

CPT: It doesn’t? 

Carla: No, it tells us a lot about how we are to live as God’s people and how to treat others. But it doesn’t prescribe only one way to discipline our children. It doesn’t tell us if we should work or not. It doesn’t say anything about homeschooling. It doesn’t say we all need to be mothers or that those of us who are have to like it all the time. It doesn’t say our children are the most important thing in the world.

The Bible isn’t a collection of caveats; it’s the story of God and God’s people. We need to look at how our lives blend with the ongoing story of God’s work in the world. God seems less concerned about the details—our marital status, whether we have children, the kind of work we do—than with our efforts to be faithful in all life brings to us. When we get hung up on the details of who’s doing what, we end up missing out on the bigger picture.

CPT: So what’s the “bigger picture” of motherhood? 

Carla: It’s that we’re being shaped alongside our children. God’s at work in us, whether we’re at the office or in the kitchen. God’s at work in our children, whether they’re at the school down the road or the school in the living room. We need to make our parenting decisions based on prayer and listening to God’s leading. When we do, motherhood becomes a practice of spiritual formation through which God is active and present. And that’s when the real joy, beauty, and mystery of motherhood shine through.

When I was editor of Christian Parenting Today, I heard from so many readers about their struggles with their children. Women wrote these heart-wrenching letters about their sense of failure and their belief they weren’t able to be the mom they thought they should be. They felt so alone and ashamed of not having all the answers. I just wanted to write back and say, “Oh honey, you’re doing just fine! We all feel that way.”

That’s what happens when this incredibly complex relationship is condensed into a formula that’s supposed to work for every woman and child. Constant pressure to live up to unrealistic ideals can lead women to serious problems like depression. This is one of the many reasons why we need to start being realistic about motherhood. The church needs to be the place where we can drop the veneer of perfection and be vulnerable with each other.

CPT: Have you struggled with depression? 

Carla: Yes—but you’d never guess I was depressed. I got out of bed every morning to care for my children. My house was reasonably clean. I didn’t sit around crying in a darkened room or leave my kids unattended while I slept away the afternoon. 

There are a lot of moms like I was who go through their days with the veneer of having their act together, while inside they know they’re barely managing to get through till bedtime. 

I’ve found depression isn’t always about not being able to function; it can be a response to the loss of an ideal about the life we thought we’d live. When we grow up with this image of ourselves as a loving, perfect mother, and then move into the reality of how challenging motherhood is, we run headlong into the loss of who we thought we could be. 

CPT: Did that happen for you?

Carla: Yes, when my first child was 18 months old. I took Emily with me when I taught a class at a Bible camp where I’d worked during college. I wanted to spend time with some of my friends who were on staff, but Emily needed her afternoon nap and was in bed by 8 p.m., so my role as mom trumped my time lying out at the beach or sitting around the campfire. That was when I realized I’d lost something in becoming a mother. It didn’t make me love my daughter any less, but it did make me aware of how different my life had become. 

CPT: How has motherhood changed you? 

Carla: I’m more tenderhearted now. When I see a mom in the grocery store struggling to manage her kids, I know she’s trying. When I hear a news story about some criminal, I know that guy was once someone’s little boy. I think it’s helped me be a more gracious person, to try to see people as God’s children.

On a spiritual level, motherhood has brought me face-to-face with some of my false perceptions of God. When Emily was born, I realized I didn’t trust God to keep her safe. I felt so vulnerable, as though I finally had something so precious that if God really wanted to punish me, taking her away would be the way to do it. Now I realize trusting God doesn’t mean nothing bad will ever happen to my children, but that God’s walking with me in my parenting and will sustain me no matter what.

CPT: So what does myth-free motherhood look like? 

Carla: It’s recognizing motherhood is just one of the ways God shapes us. It isn’t about how our kids turn out; it’s about being open to God. When we think about motherhood as a practice of spiritual formation, it releases us from the notion there’s one way to mother. After all, we know there’s more than one way to pray, to find fellowship, and to serve. 

Thinking of motherhood as a practice also allows women to find God in the midst of living with difficult children, rebellious children, a broken marriage, or the work/family balancing act. God’s active and present in each of these challenges.

As a mom, I need to think about why I make the parenting decisions I make. Am I following God’s lead, or am I letting our Christian culture push me toward something that doesn’t feel right? Am I doing what my gut tells me is right for each of my children, or am I following some prescribed path because I want people to think I’m a good Christian mom? 

God gave us our instincts, and we need to trust them. If we sense our kids are fine in public school, then we can be confident God is there with them. If we don’t feel good about spanking, then we can be confident God will help us find other ways to discipline our children. We really can trust God to be bigger than one method of raising children, even when that method’s framed in Christian ideology.

CPT: Can we measure our success as a mom? 

Carla: Honestly, our focus should be on living faithfully in everything we do: in our parenting, our marriage, our friendships, and our work. And lives of faith always include failure, because we’re works in progress. Every parent on the planet makes mistakes, so instead of beating ourselves up for all the ways we aren’t perfect, we can seek God in our failures and allow him to redeem them in our lives and in the lives of our children.

The only real failure in motherhood is to close ourselves off to what God’s doing in our lives, to focus so intently on our children that we miss the opportunities for growth and formation God has set all around us.

“Carla’s Quest,” by Jane Johnson Struck, Christian Parenting Today, Spring 2005
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	Leader’s Guide

Balancing Work and Family Life

Prayer and preplanning can provide the wisdom and flexibility we need to balance our homelife with our career.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	Balancing work demands with family life can be a complicated and stressful responsibility. Jane Kise, in her article for Today’s Christian Woman, recommends preplanning to ensure the outcome we desire for our families. Preplanning will allow for financial flexibility and time for family needs, as well as increase our ability to hold to values that honor God and family. 

Using the example of the Proverbs 31 woman, this study will discuss: How do we gain financial flexibility and stability while caring for our family’s needs? How do we balance preplanning with trusting God for the future? What Christian values should guide us as we determine a career/family balance?
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	


Lesson #2

Scripture:
Proverbs 16:1–9; 31:10–31; Colossians 3:12–21; 1 Timothy 6:6–11

Based on:
“Balancing Act,” by Jane A. G. Kise, Today’s Christian Woman, July/August 2001

PART 1
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Identify the Current Issue

Note to leader: prior to the class, provide for each person the article “Balancing Act” from Today’s Christian Woman magazine (included at the end of this study).

Our culture would have us believe that working moms can have it all and do it all. The truth of the matter is that the rigorous demands of work and the emotional pressures of a busy family life often conflict. When we are torn in our struggles to do our work with excellence while caring for the needs of our families, we can feel overwhelmed with responsibility and emotionally frazzled. Jane Kise suggests ways moms can find a healthy balance between work and family life. Choosing family-friendly jobs, not succumbing to the lure of materialism, and holding to Christian values that honor God and family are key elements to achieving this balance.

Work can be fulfilling in many ways. The Proverbs 31 woman worked with delight. Kise reminds us, however, that we must be careful not to determine our self-worth by our job. God values us because we are his children made in his image, not because of what we do. Remembering this will help us to find motherhood equally fulfilling, if not more so, than our careers, in what Kise calls a “society starved for meaning and purpose.”

Discussion starters:

[Q]
In what ways does our society lead women to believe that they can have it all—a demanding, high-powered career and a healthy, well-adjusted family? What pressures does this idea create for women? 

[Q]
Years ago there was a commercial jingle that said, “I can bring home the bacon, fry it up in a pan, and never let you forget you’re a man. I’m a woman.” What unrealistic images of a woman’s role do commercials like this portray? What issues have led our society to create the idea of the superwoman?

[Q]
What struggles between work and home do full-time working moms often face? Have you ever felt like you weren’t doing anything well because you were pulled in so many different directions? Share your story. How might this type of feeling affect a person’s self-esteem?

Part 2

Discover the Eternal Principles

Teaching point one: Seek God for wisdom as you plan for the future of your family. 

Read Proverbs 16:1–9 and 31:10–31. If we commit our work to the Lord, our plans will be established. God has made everything for its own purpose. This includes every person and family. If we humbly seek God’s wisdom (James 1:5), he will guide us as we plan for our families, and he will reveal his purposes in our lives.

The capable woman described in Proverbs 31 smiled at the future. Knowing God would never forsake her, she trusted him as her Jehovah-Jireh (The Lord shall provide). She was not afraid of the bitter snow or violent storms that her household might face. She walked with God, and she did all she could to prepare for whatever God allowed in their lives. Her attentive care and genuine concern for her family were evident by her diligent planning. Her family was clothed in scarlet, the best material available. She was purposeful in her dealings: conscientiously searching for the best supplies, carefully considering her options, and faithfully acting on the wisdom God gave her. 

[Q]
Kise believes that preplanning is “essential to ensure the outcome you want to achieve” for your family. Based on the passages you studied in Proverbs, do you agree with her? Explain your answer.

[Q]
According to Proverbs 16, why should we seek God as we plan for the future of our families?

[Q]
Why do you think the woman described in Proverbs 31 smiled at the future? List specific things she did to plan for the future of her household.

[Q]
Why do you think the author of this Proverb considered this woman’s thorough preparedness and diligence in planning for the future to be noble character qualities? Based on Proverbs 16, when might a person’s plans for the future not be noble?

[Q]
How do we balance preplanning with trusting God for the future?

Teaching point two: Find a balance between work and family life that benefits all involved while bringing glory to God.

Look again at Proverbs 31:10–31. Kise recommends that parents should find the right blend of parenting and work for their family. She suggests that mothers find careers and companies that will allow them to put their families’ needs before work by either putting their careers on hold or by giving them the flexibility necessary to care for their families.

The accomplished woman of Proverbs 31 balanced work with her family’s needs. She worked with wool and flax, bought fields, planted vineyards, made linen garments to sell, and supplied belts for tradesmen. The excellent products she made brought her praise. Her purpose in all of her tasks was to glorify God and to provide for the needs of her household. Her work brought her delight, and she sensed that her gain was good.

[Q]
What balance between work and family life did this woman demonstrate? What priority did she give to her family? Support your answer from the text. 

[Q]
How did this woman’s work provide for her household?

[Q]
The husband of the Proverbs 31 woman trusted her with his heart. He knew she would bring him gain because she was good to him all the days of her life. What inference can you find from this passage about the priority this woman’s husband had in her life? What specifically can a woman do for her husband that will bring him the good described in this passage? 

[Q]
How did the wife described in this passage bring her husband gain? Do you think his gain was merely material? 

[Q]
The children of this woman of noble character rose up and blessed her. What does this imply about the relationship she had with her children? How did her work benefit her children? How did her character benefit her children?

[Q]
The capable woman described in Proverbs 31 delighted in her work. Why do you think her work brought her delight? Why do you think work is satisfying? Does your work bring you delight? Explain your answer. 

[Q]
Do you feel you have a good work/family balance? If so, explain what you have done to maintain this. If you feel weak in this area, what specifically might you do to improve the balance?

[Q]
What happens to families when work takes a higher priority than everything else? 

[Q]
Why is it often difficult to keep a healthy work/family balance? How do we keep from being overwhelmed when trying to emulate the Proverbs 31 woman?

[Q]
How do balanced priorities bring glory to God? 

[Q]
How can we glorify God through our work? (Hint: See Colossians 3:23–24)
Optional Activity

In your small group, discuss what you believe would be an ideal work/family balance. Brainstorm with your group to find ways you might be able to achieve this balance. 

Teaching point three: When we balance our needs and wants, we allow for the financial flexibility that is important for the good of our family and God’s kingdom.

Look again at Proverbs 31:16–22 and read 1 Timothy 6:6–11. Kise recommends that couples be purposeful about their financial planning. She encourages couples to rely on one income to meet their family’s needs. This prevents couples from being trapped in a two-income lifestyle, and it allows them the financial flexibility needed for a mother to stay home with her children or work part-time if she chooses. This, of course, assumes that one adult in the family makes enough for the family to live on, or that there are two adults in the family, which may not always be the case.

Paul exhorted Timothy to live a life of contentment by remembering that the things of earth are temporal and cannot be taken into eternity. The antithesis of the voracious greed Paul warned against is generosity. The woman described in Proverbs 31 used her earnings to provide for her family and to willingly and generously help the poor and needy. When our hearts are content, generosity will replace greed. A life of contentment will allow us to make godly decisions with our finances, instead of focusing on materialistic gain that attracts our wandering eye away from our faith toward the ruinous, destructive emptiness of worldly wealth.

[Q]
According to 1 Timothy 6:7, why should we lead a life of contentment? 

[Q]
How can we use our finances in ways that will have eternal results? 

[Q]
Paul warned Timothy to flee from greed and the temptations of riches. According to 1 Timothy 6:11, how did Paul suggest Timothy do this?

[Q]
How does a heart of contentment protect us from the temptations of greed? 

[Q]
How does contentment foster the generosity of spirit displayed by the woman described in Proverbs 31? 

[Q]
How might greed affect the decisions we make about our work/family balance? How might we guard against greed?

[Q]
What role might contentment have in making decisions about living on one income as Kise suggests? What benefits are there to living on one income even if you have two incomes? What happens when couples get trapped into a two-income lifestyle? 

[Q]
What if you have no choice but to have two incomes, or must live on one income because you are the only parent? In what ways can you find contentment?

[Q]
What are the benefits of financial planning? What generally happens when couples do not have a financial plan? How does a financial plan help couples balance financial needs with the needs of their children? Do you agree with Kise that we need to be purposeful about our financial planning? Why or why not?

Optional Activity

Kise recommends calculating the costs of working. In small groups, work through the following financial scenario:

Megan works full-time as a receptionist in a doctor’s office. She makes $35,000 a year. Fifteen percent of her income goes to taxes. She tithes 10 percent of her income. She has three children under the age of five. Day care costs are $300 a week. She works 50 weeks a year. Career clothing costs her approximately $1,000 a year. Often she picks up dinner on the way home from work, because she hasn’t had time to cook. Eating out costs approximately $80 a week. She spends $25 a week on gas transporting her children to daycare and getting to work. Approximately how much money does Betty actually clear every year? How might knowing this information affect her decisions about working full-time? What other options might she consider that would allow her more time with her children? What if Megan is much happier working than staying home with her children? How might that affect her parenting? How much should that weigh into her decision? 

Teaching point four: Whatever we do, we should work at it with all our hearts, working for the Lord rather than for men.

Look once more at Proverbs 31:10–31 and read Colossians 3:12–21. Whatever balance God leads us to, we need to hold true to values that honor God and family. Paul encouraged the Colossians to do their work as if they were doing it for the Lord, for it was Christ whom they served. He reminded them to focus on character qualities of compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness, patience, forgiveness, love, and unity in all that they did. He instructed family members to honor each other and bring glory to God. Whatever choices we make in our struggle for work/family-life balance, we should do it all in the name of Jesus.

[Q]
Why are the character attributes listed in Colossians 3 important to all we do? How will these values impact our work performance? How will they impact our family life? 

[Q]
How might focusing on values and character qualities that honor Christ influence our decisions regarding the work/family-life balance?

[Q]
How should focusing on the character qualities outlined in Colossians 3:12–15 help family members follow Paul’s instructions for family life given in Colossians 3:18–21?
[Q]
What character qualities did the woman described in Proverbs 31 exhibit? How did they impact her quality of work? How did they affect her work/family-life balance? How did they glorify God?

Part 3

Apply Your Findings

If we seek God for wisdom and direction for our career and family choices, he will lead us to a balance that is good for all involved and which brings glory to his name. Parents need to consider careers and companies that are family-friendly. In evaluating our careers and the hours we work, we need to beware of the lure of materialism so prevalent in our culture. Focusing on generosity and caring for the poor and needy will help us to be content with the many blessings God gives each of us. Whatever we do, we need to do our work for the Lord, for it is Christ whom we serve. When we do this, our work and our home life will bring glory to his name.

[Q]
Why is it important to find a balance between career and home life? How does an unbalanced work life negatively impact family life? How does an unbalanced work life negatively affect our ministry availability? If our work routinely keeps us from our family and ministry, what message is that sending to our children?

[Q]
What part of this study was most helpful to you? Why?

[Q]
Which of Kise’s recommendations were most help for you? Why?

—Study prepared by Julie Kloster, speaker, freelance writer, and regular contributor to ChristianBibleStudies.com.
Additional Resources

· ChristianBibleStudies.com
-Fear Factors in Parenting

-Parenting Together

-Mentoring Youngsters Toward Adolescence

-Responsibility Super Models

-Replace Whining with Respect

· Daily Wisdom For Working Women, Michelle Medlock Adams, Gena Maselli (Barbour Publishing, 2004; ISBN: 1593103697)
· Getting A Grip: Finding Balance in Your Daily Life, InterActions Series, Bill Hybels, Kevin Harney (Zondervan Corp., 2005; ISBN: 031026605X)
· It All Comes Out in the Wash: Sorting Through Priorities When Your Load is Out of Balance, Judi Braddy (Beacon Hill Press, 2006; ISBN: 0834122596)
· Notes to a Working Woman, Luci Swindoll (Thomas Nelson/W, 2004; ISBN: 0849945399)
· Prayers for the Working Mom: 7 Secrets to Phenomenal Success, Sabrin O’Malone (Faithworks/Stl, 2004; ISBN: 1932124209)
· The Frazzled Factor Workbook: Relief for Working Moms, Jane Jarrell, Karol Ladd (Thomas Nelson/W, 2005; ISBN: 1418501921)

Article

Balancing Act

10 ways to determine the right blend of parenting and work for your family.

By Jane A. G. Kise, for the study “Balancing Work and Family Life”
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When people hear I work part-time out of my home as a corporate management consultant and writer, and still am available to my two children, they usually say, “You’re so lucky. You have the best of both worlds.” But luck had little to do with it; it took careful planning years in advance.

Your situation may differ from mine, but no matter what approach you choose, preplanning’s essential to ensure the outcome you want to achieve. For example, if you desire to be a stay-at-home mom, consider the following tips before you’re faced with the challenge of balancing financial needs with the needs of your children:

1 Define what it means to stay at home. My children attended day care/preschool 12–15 hours a week from three months of age, but I considered myself a stay-at-home mother. Other “full-time” moms I know run their home business after their children go to bed, juggle schedules with their husband, or split their part-time hours between their home and an office. And some fit the traditional picture of a homemaker. What would be ideal for you?

2 Decide what you value as a couple. Our first child was born while my husband was employed by a company in financial trouble. Since his position was shaky, he felt I needed to work enough to at least stay networked in my career. That meant someone else watched our children 12 hours a week—a small compromise for peace of mind.

Some husbands are uncomfortable with the thought of being the sole breadwinner. Discuss these values and priorities with your spouse now.

3 Pick a career that honors parenthood. After becoming a mother, an attorney friend of mine was told by her male partners, “If we as fathers have to put in 60-hour weeks, so do you.”

In contrast, one corporate trainer was allowed to pick her schedule and clients, working just a few hours a week after her child was born. Talk to people in different careers and companies to discover which will allow you either to put your career on hold or put your children first.

4 Be flexible. After my children were born, I was able to work as a consultant because of the advanced degree I’d obtained in night school. While attending classes on top of a 40-hour work week was tough, I sought the degree in hopes of gaining the type of flexibility I now have. If you hope to work part-time, consider if specialized training could increase your chances. Few moms have time for school once children arrive.

5 Live on one income. Children bring increased expenses, making it difficult to cut back on your lifestyle after they’ve arrived. Start now by living on one income and saving the earnings of the other spouse. My husband and I made this rule when we first married, and we can testify it isn’t impossible if you keep this goal in mind as you buy your home, a car, or plan a vacation. Just remember what’s important to you: keeping your family a priority.

6 Visit day-care facilities or check out other options now. First, decide if day care is something with which your family’s comfortable. If you opt for day care, before your children are on the way, visit places that care for infants. Assess whether you’d be comfortable leaving your baby in their care. In my case, I found a wonderful day-care provider who employed four college students to assist her in caring for the children. While she was expensive, hers was the only facility I saw that gave the kind of care a mother would give. It’s helpful to understand your feelings about the various options before you’re under pressure to make a decision. Then, take a realistic look at the expense and how much you want to be away from your children.

7 Find a support network. Some of my friends continued to work despite their desire to be home because they were afraid of being isolated from other adults. Chat with other moms who’ve made the transition, and find out how they did it. This isn’t 1960: In many neighborhoods, you could be the only stay-at-home mom. Who will be available for adult conversation? The security that comes from finding church groups or other networks before children are born can smooth the abrupt changes maternity leave brings.

8 Calculate what it costs to work. Take a moment to calculate the cost of wardrobe, transportation, day care, lunches out, cleaning services, and whatever else you might spend in the work force. Then calculate the after-tax pay you’ll actually bring home. One of my sisters-in-law figured out that after these expenses, she’d be making around 50 cents an hour. For her, the choice to stay home was easy, even though her husband was a social worker who brought home a modest salary.

9 Define the role you want to play in your child’s life. I avoided returning to an office environment once my children were in school because I wanted flexibility. Many women plan to return to the work force as soon as their youngest child reaches kindergarten, only to find their desire to be available to their children increases at this point. I hear comments such as, “We never would have bought this house if we’d known I’d want to stay home,” or, “We thought I’d go back to work, so we used up our savings.” Avoid digging yourself into these holes.

10 Find your self-worth in God. If you currently find great fulfillment in your career, don’t wait until you’re at home to have a ready answer to the inevitable question, “And what do you do?” Be able to tell yourself exactly why you made the choices you did. Before you leave the workplace, list why you’re of value to God—not because of your job, but because you’re his child! You can channel God’s love to your children, be an example of selfless giving, and aid friends and neighbors in ways full-time working women can’t. Enlist your spouse’s help in reminding you the work you do at home is vitally important in a society starved for meaning and purpose.

If this all sounds complicated, it is. Is it worth it? You bet! Knowing my husband and I both valued my keeping one hand in the workplace allowed perspective when deadlines or sick children caused major collisions in our schedules. Still, I struggle with knowing how much time to devote to my children’s school and how much to work. Women who wish to stay at home with their kids, however they define it, face some tough decisions. But with prayer and some preplanning, you’re on the way to healthy, happy stay-at-home motherhood.

—Jane A. G. Kise, a part-time writer/consultant, lives in Minnesota.

“Balancing Act,” by Jane A. G. Kise, Today’s Christian Woman, July/August 2001
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	Leader’s Guide

Balancing Your Life by Saying No

Many of us live hectic lives because we haven’t 
learned how to say no.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	As Christian women, most of us want to please those around us. After all, doesn’t being a servant of Christ mean that we should say yes as often as possible to those who beg our favor?

Ramona Cramer Tucker says in her article “Just Say ‘No’!”: “The reality is, we’re afraid of letting people down even if we’re driving ourselves crazy with activities. It’s no surprise that ‘no’ seems like a four-letter word we must avoid at all costs. But ‘no’ isn’t a dirty word—in fact, sometimes it’s one of the healthiest things we can say.”
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	


Lesson #1

Scripture:
Psalm 37:1–6; 139:1–16; Jeremiah 29:11–13; Luke 10:38–42 
Based on:
“Just Say ‘No’!” by Ramona Cramer Tucker, Today’s Christian Woman, September/October 2004

PART 1

Identify the Current Issue

Note to leader: Prior to the class, provide for each person the article “Just Say ‘No’!” from Today’s Christian Woman magazine (included at the end of this study).
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Sometimes women engage in bragging contests about who is the busiest. We seem to wear it as a badge of honor that we never have a spare minute to think straight. Frederick W. Faber wrote in the 1800s:

There is hardly ever a complete silence in our soul. God is whispering to us well-nigh incessantly. Whenever the sounds of the world die out in the soul, or sink low, then we hear these whisperings of God. He is always whispering to us, only we do not always hear, because of the noise, hurry, and distraction which life causes as it rushes on.

If he wrote that over a hundred years ago, think of how much more applicable it is today. How can we expect to find balance in our lives when we never take time to listen to what God is telling us? Unless we slow down long enough to hear his voice, we will not be able to lead our families into the kind of future that is best for them. 

We also have to get over the idea that constant doing is living a sacrificial life. One mother put it this way, “The most loving thing I can do for my family is to get a good night’s sleep.”

Discussion starters:

How do you define sacrificial Christian love? How do you measure whether you are living that way? 

[Q]
Do you feel guilty when you are not engaged in a productive activity? Why or why not?

[Q]
Is it easy or difficult for you to say no to others? What things are harder for you to say no to?

[Q]
What kinds of activities make you feel most useful? Which kinds make you feel useless?

[Q]
Why do we associate value with accomplishing tasks?

PART 2

Discover the Eternal Principles

Teaching point one: Until you understand yourself, you won’t be able to discern when to say yes and when to say no.

Read Psalm 139:1–16. How comforting it is to realize that God made each of us uniquely with different gifts, abilities, likes, and dislikes. The amount and type of activities that are ideal for one person are completely unsuited for another. 

You especially need to determine whether you are an extrovert or an introvert. Do people energize you or exhaust you? When you think of having a free evening, do you want to go out with friends or stay home with a book? If you are an extrovert, you will gain energy by being with others. They will revitalize you and give you perspective. For you staying home alone may be the most difficult of assignments. However, if just thinking about being with people wears you out, you need to closely monitor how many things you schedule with others. Guarding your alone time is perhaps the best thing you can do for your mental, physical, and emotional health.

Whether you are an extrovert or an introvert, each person has a different ability to juggle activities. Some women have no trouble conducting a three-ring circus. The more activities and balls in the air, the happier they are. Others do best keeping their one ring going. If they try to add a ring, they are soon frustrated and overwhelmed. A good test for that is to try adding an activity and see how you are doing emotionally, spiritually, and physically. If you are feeling constantly tired and exhausted, that lets you know you are doing too much.

[Q]
With which statement do you find yourself agreeing most? 
1) I can never get enough of being with other people. 
2) I love to be with people, but only a few. 
3) I much prefer spending most of my day alone. 
4) I like a balance of people and alone time. 


Why did you choose the statement you did? What does that tell you about yourself?

[Q]
Why would God make some of us extroverts and some of us introverts? Why wouldn’t he make all of us extroverts so that we could minister constantly to others? 

[Q]
What does the fact that God created us each differently tell you about what he values? Is it different than what the church values? Explain.

Teaching point two: Prayerfully set priorities for your free time.

Tucker says, “God alone knows what’s ahead for us and can help us sort out our priorities … We need to ask God to guide us—so we’ll do what he has for us instead of doing everything that comes our way. Then we won’t have to worry about missing out.” Read Jeremiah 29:11–13 and Psalm 37:1–6. 

If God wants to guide us, we have to take time to listen to what he has to say about our free time. By carefully thinking through what’s important and what’s not, we will have a guide for choosing our activities. With those clear priorities in mind, it will be much easier to know what to say yes to when those invitations come up.

[Q]
What about Jeremiah 29:11–13 gives you reassurance about how God wants you to use your time?

[Q]
What in Psalm 37:1–6 gives you guidance in how to spend your time?


Leader’s Note: Both these passages should reassure you that God has good planned for you. You don’t have to envy other people’s schedules or try to emulate their lives. You can listen to God and respond to the way he made you in how you use your time.

Optional Activity

Purpose: To practice saying no!

Activity: Provide pencil and paper for each member of your group. Give them time to write down how they would most like to use their free time: socializing, writing, reading, outdoor activities, ministry, serving, and so on. Then have them break into pairs. Ask each person to invite the other to three or four made-up activities. The person asked should respond either yes or no based on the priorities they’ve written on their list. 

Teaching point three: Take charge of your schedule by saying no to the good so you can say yes to the best.

Too often our schedules run away with us. We respond by saying yes to every invitation that comes our way, without giving thought as to whether it is something we should be spending our time doing.

Tucker says, “Sometimes we have to say ‘no’—even to good things—in order to say ‘yes’ to the best things. If we’re constantly scurrying around like the well-known Martha in Luke 10:38–42, we won’t have time to sit, like Mary, at Jesus’ feet.” Read that passage in Luke.

[Q]
What was the important thing that Mary had chosen?

[Q]
Was something wrong with what Martha was doing? Why or why not? In what way is this passage about balance? How might we apply it to our lives?

[Q]
Is your natural tendency to be more like Martha or Mary?

[Q]
With which statement do you find yourself agreeing most? 
1) I plan ahead and evaluate each invitation in light of my priorities
2) I never plan ahead but react to whatever invitations come my way 
3) I plan ahead but often feel guilty and cave in to extraneous activities 
4) I don’t even know what my priorities are 


Why did you choose the statement you did? What does that tell you about yourself? If you answered #1, how did you get there? If you didn’t answer #1, what do you need to do to get there?

PART 3

Apply Your Findings

In the Warrack Lectures of 1958 delivered in Scotland (and published under the title The Preacher’s Calling to Be a Servant), D. T. Niles offered these words:

Hurry means that we gather impressions but have no experiences, that we collect acquaintances but make no friends, that we attend meetings but experience no encounter. We must recover eternity if we are to find time, and eternity is what Jesus came to restore. For without it, there can be no charity.

Perhaps this would be a good quote to cut out and put next to your telephone. In our hectic world, we desperately need to connect at an eternal level and be refreshed by eternity in our souls.

[Q]
Of the three teaching points, which one do you most need to focus on? Knowing yourself? Setting priorities? Taking charge of your schedule? How might doing this help balance your life? 

[Q]
What needs to change in your thinking as a result of this lesson? What needs to change in your actions?

Action Point: Look at your schedule and map out when you have free time. Write down how you’d most like to use that time. Share that fact with someone else and ask them to hold you accountable to using your time in this way.

—Study prepared by JoHannah Reardon, associate editor with ChristianBibleStudies.com.

Additional Resources

· ChristianBibleStudies.com
-Longing to Hear God’s Voice

-Fear Factors in Parenting
-Parenting Together
-Mentoring Youngsters Toward Adolescence
-Responsibility Super Models
-Replace Whining with Respect

· Balance That Works When Life Doesn’t: Simple Steps to a Woman’s Physical and Spiritual Health, by Susie Larson (Harvest House Publishers, 2005; ISBN 0736916423) 

· The Beauty of Balance, by Jane L. Fryar (Concordia Publishing House, 1997; ISBN 057009674X)

· The Christ-Centered Woman: Finding Balance in a World of Extremes, by Kimberly Dunnam Reisman (Upper Room, 2000; ISBN 0835809137)

· Finding Balance from the Inside Out, by Sheila Jones (Discipleship Publications, 2002; ISBN 1577821793)

· It All Comes Out in the Wash: Sorting Through Priorities When Your Load is Out of Balance, by Judi Braddy (Beacon Hill Press, 2006; ISBN 0834122596)

· Live Like You’re Blessed: Simple Steps for Making Balance, Love, Energy, Spirit, Success, Encouragement, and Devotion Part of Your Life, by Suzan Johnson Cook (Random House, 2006; ISBN 038551719X)
· Meditations for Living in Balance, by Anne Wilson Schaef (HarperCollins, 2000; ISBN 0062516434)

· A Minute of Margin: Restoring Balance to Busy Lives, by Richard A. Swenson M.D.  (NavPress, 2003; ISBN 1576830683)

· Motherhood in the Balance: Children, Career, Me, and God, by Catherine Wallace (Morehouse Publishing, 2001; ISBN 081921873)

· The Search for Balance, by Jill Briscoe (Cook Communications, 2003; ISBN 0781439558)

Article

Just Say “No”!

Why it might revolutionize your life.

By Ramona Cramer Tucker, for the study “Balancing Your Life by Saying No”
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My life hit the fan one ordinary weekend. 

I was in the midst of running errands when it happened. I’d just settled into my car seat when I realized I’d forgotten the bills I intended to mail. As I dashed inside, the phone rang.

“Hey, Mona,” my friend said cheerfully. “I haven’t seen you in ages. Want to get together today?”

“Uh, sure, what time?” I said, distracted by my “to do” list. We set up the time and place, and I hung up the phone.

Then, on my way back to the car, I did something that startled even me: I sat down on the big rock by my driveway and cried so hard, I couldn’t catch my breath.

Later that night, after my three-year-old was tucked into bed, I pondered why my friend’s phone call had brought me to tears. My emotional meltdown showed me how stressed-out I was by life’s demands—many of them self-induced. I needed to take better charge of my life. After all, God hadn’t created me to run around constantly “chasing the wind” (Ecclesiastes 1:14)—which was exactly what I felt I was doing! 

The answer to my problem narrowed down to a simple word: “No.” But the problem was that “yes” rolled off my tongue so easily that “no” seemed cumbersome … even embarrassing. So if someone needed snacks for the office, I’d bring them. If my child’s playgroup was meeting, I organized not only the activity, but the crafts too. Add all this to working full-time, or full-time-plus when a rush project came along, and it’s no wonder I was exhausted. Eventually I taped a neon “Just Say NO!” sign to my phone. Once I’d said “no” a few times, my lips began to form the word more confidently. It’s still not easy, but I’m gradually gaining more balance in my life. 

Are you feeling exhausted? If so, you may need to say the word “no” more often, too. Here’s how. 

Know Yourself … and Your Slots

What’s your energy level? Personality? Family situation? How much “regroup” time do you need? Do you crave interaction, or run from it?

Whether you’re an introvert or an extrovert, trying to please everyone by “doing” only brings about exhaustion or bitterness. And that’s certainly not the way God calls us to live. Psalm 139:1-3 makes it clear: “O Lord, you have searched me and you know me. You know when I sit and when I rise; you perceive my thoughts from afar. You discern my going out and my lying down; you are familiar with all my ways.” God knows your personality intimately because he made you, and he doesn’t expect you to be someone you’re not. He also knows you need to stop sometimes and rest.

So figure out how many activities a week you’re comfortable with, and then consider those “available slots.” For instance, my friend Mary craves time alone since she works in a busy office. One evening out a week is enough for her, so that’s all she schedules. On the other hand, Claudia, a friend with incredible energy, schedules four evenings out and still longs for another!

When I was single and worked full-time, I booked every lunch during the week. After all, it was a great opportunity to grow relationships with someone other than my roommate. But after a year of running every day from work to lunch with a friend and then back to work, I discovered I needed some downtime. So I made a personal policy to book only three lunches a week and to save the other two for “necessity runs” (to buy groceries or run to the post office), or simply for some me-time (even if it meant sitting alone in my car to read an encouraging psalm while I ate my sandwich). When I got married, I lunched with friends twice a week and set a standing weekly lunch date with my sister, since it was more difficult for us to get together after work. Our Wednesday lunch date continues to this day.

Instead of blindly booking activities simply because they arise, make sure you save the slots in your schedule you need for “sanity time.” 

Learn to Prioritize

Some of your stress-inducing situations may be nonnegotiable—such as traveling for your job or keeping up with an energetic toddler. But other activities may be negotiable, such as hosting a wedding shower, chairing a “Fun Fair” at your school, or attending a Pampered Chef party. The crucial question is this: Do these negotiable activities stress you out … or energize you? Your answer will reveal whether or not your life is in balance. If your blood pressure rises when you even think about the activity, why not take a pass?

Recently I was invited to three product-demonstraton parties in friends’ homes—all in one week. After thinking through my priorities (one of them being time for my husband in the evenings) and praying about my use of my time, I said “no” to all three. Although I felt guilty turning down the invites, I also felt relieved when I hung up the phone after each of these conversations. And because I’d said “no,” I had the time and energy to say “yes” to an impromptu stroll later in the week—complete with a picnic and a chat by a bubbling fountain—with my soul-rejuvenating friend Linda. 

God alone knows what’s ahead for us and can help us sort out our priorities. As Jeremiah 29:11-13 says, “For I know the plans I have for you … plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future.” But Scripture also says, “Commit your way to the Lord” (Psalm 37:5). We need to ask God to guide us—so we’ll do what he has for us instead of doing everything that comes our way. Then we won’t have to worry about “missing out.” 

Set a Limit—and Stick to It!

To most people, it’s the getting together that counts, not the length of the stay. Even a short lunch can mean as much as an all-day outing. And telling friends or coworkers, “I have from 12:30 to 1:30 free for lunch. Would that work?” sets comfortable parameters for you.

Recently I had a Saturday with nothing planned—a rare treat indeed. I was looking forward to organizing my neglected photos when a good friend phoned to invite me to an impromptu party that was to start at 6 p.m. But because my “to do” list at home had been growing, I said, “I’d love to come. But I won’t be there until 9 p.m. because I have to get some things done at home first.” This response allowed me to be a real friend—and also protected me from a too-scheduled weekend.

Many of us juggle multiple roles, including keeping up a house/apartment, working either inside or outside the home, and playing “relationship fix-it” for people we love. Add a boyfriend or husband, kids, or in-laws and it’s no wonder we feel overwhelmed at times! But setting a time limit—then sticking to it—can work wonders in balancing the demands of your multifaceted life.

Be Proactive

I’ve discovered if I wait for others to come to me, I react by jumping to action and marking my calendar before I really have a chance to evaluate the activity or my looming schedule. Initiating activities gives me time for advance planning; it prepares me not only physically, but also emotionally.

So don’t wait for others to contact you. Contact family and friends first. “I’d love to get together. How about two Saturdays from now, from 1:00-3:00?” When you do receive a phone call, say, “That sounds like fun. Let me check my schedule and get back to you.” That will give you the emotional distance to evaluate your week realistically.

A friend of mine once quipped, “We women accomplish 90 percent of the world’s workload … and we look and feel like it, too!” The reality is, we’re afraid of letting people down even if we’re driving ourselves crazy with activities. It’s no surprise that “no” seems like a four-letter word we must avoid at all costs. 

But “no” isn’t a dirty word—in fact, sometimes it’s one of the healthiest things we can say. After all, sometimes we have to say “no”—even to good things—in order to say “yes” to the best things. If we’re constantly scurrying around like the well-known Martha in Luke 10:38-42, we won’t have time to sit, like Mary, at Jesus’ feet. 

So go ahead … say “no” loudly. It won’t kill you. In fact, it just may revolutionize your life. 

—Ramona Cramer Tucker, a TCW regular contributor, is Senior Editor for Tyndale House Publishers. She and her family live in the Chicago area.

“Just Say ‘No’!” by Ramona Cramer Tucker, Today’s Christian Woman, September/October 2004
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	Leader’s Guide

Creating a Stronger Parent-Child Bond

Why is a strong parent-child bond important to passing on our faith to our children?
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	“Parents need to be intentional about creating a stronger parent-child bond,” writes Kathi Hunter in her article for Christian Parenting Today. In a culture filled with hectic schedules, overbooked kids, and worn-out parents, often there is little time left for depth of relationship with our children. Hunter says carving out time to spend with our children is a must for shaping our children’s character.

How can we use teachable moments in our daily activities to form our children’s character and teach them about God? Why is spending quality and quantity time essential to passing on our faith to our children? Why is mutual respect and devotion critical to a healthy parent-child relationship? How can we use words to edify our children? How can we strengthen our parent-child bond while serving others?
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	


Lesson #4

Scripture:
Deuteronomy 6:4–9; Esther 2:5–11; 4:1–17; John 13:1–17; Ephesians 4:29; 2 Timothy 1:1–4

Based on:
“Connect with Your Kids,” by Kathi Hunter, Christian Parenting Today, Fall 2003

PART 1
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Identify the Current Issue

Note to leader: Prior to the class, provide for each person the article “Connect with Your Kids” from Christian Parenting Today magazine (included at the end of this study).

Busyness is currently a way of life in the American culture. It can, however, rob relationships of depth of intimacy. Between work, sports, music practices, homework, and church meetings, we can find ourselves relating to our children only on a superficial level. Our conversations are often reduced to short commands, hurried replies, and social platitudes. Depth of relationship, however, is critical to parent-child bonding. It is also essential so that parents can effectively model godly character and Christian values that reflect the love of Christ—critical requirements to passing on our faith. Plus, we can learn to enjoy our children when we really get to know them. Taking time to do this will help bring balance to our lives as well.

Discussion starters:

[Q]
Do you agree that depth of relationship is critical to passing on a godly heritage to our children? Explain your position. 

[Q]
What happens in parent-child relationships when strong bonding does not occur? Share your observations.

[Q]
How can busyness rob relationships of depth? Why do we allow this to happen? Besides the epidemic of busyness, what other issues prevent bonding in a parent-child relationship?

[Q]
Do you struggle to connect with your child? Share your experience. What specific things have you done to help you connect with your child? Were they effective? Why do you think they were or were not effective?

[Q]
Did you have a good relationship with your parents when you were a child? If you did, what do you think strengthened your parent-child bond? If you did not, what might have helped strengthen that bond? What lessons can you learn from your childhood that will help you to create a strong bond with your child?

Part 2

Discover the Eternal Principles

Teaching point one: Spending time with our children is essential to parent-child bonding and to forming godly character.

Read Deuteronomy 6:4–9. Moses gave specific instructions to the Israelite people for passing on their faith to their children. Diligent teaching and depth of conversation that occurred during daily duties were essential elements of this task. It required both quality and quantity time spent with their children. Moses implied that we should focus on depth of conversation with our children. We should watch for teachable moments in whatever activity we are involved in throughout the day. Moses outlined intentional methods for parents that require us to invest ourselves in the lives of our children. Throughout this process, our parent-child bond will strengthen. As a result of this bond, our children will be more likely to listen to our instruction and heed our advice regarding the formation of godly character and values in their lives.

[Q]
Based on this passage, do you believe it is possible to have quality time without quantity time? Is it possible to have quantity time without quality time? Explain your answer.

[Q]
What specific modern-day activities might be included in “when you sit at home and when you walk along the road, when you lie down and when you get up”? 

[Q]
Parents today are encouraged to watch for teachable moments in everyday life that lend themselves to lessons for our kids. How is the concept of teachable moments similar to what Moses said in this passage? Share a time you used a teachable moment to help your child have a better understanding of God.

[Q]
What type of parent-child relationship is described by this passage? How might this type of relationship create a strong parent-child bond? How might such a bond be necessary to passing on our faith to our children? 

[Q]
Hunter says, “Carving out time to spend with our children is a must.” Which of Hunter’s eight ways appeal to you? Which ones do you think you could easily implement?

Optional Activity

Discuss with your child Hunter’s ideas for connecting with your kids. Let your child decide which of Hunter’s ideas he would like to do, then do it!

Teaching point two: Mutual respect and devotion are foundational to a healthy parent-child relationship.

Read Esther 2:5–11 and 4:1–17. Mordecai and Esther’s mutual respect and tender devotion for each other was evident. As a beautiful young woman, Esther was chosen for the king’s harem in the royal search for a new queen. Every day, Mordecai devotedly walked back and forth in front of the court of the harem to see how Esther fared. By communicating through palace messengers, Mordecai faithfully instructed and encouraged Esther in her faith. When Esther asked Mordecai to assemble the Jewish people to pray and fast, he demonstrated his respect for his adopted daughter and queen by doing as she commanded.

Esther responded to Mordecai with reciprocal respect and devotion. Even after Esther was selected as the new queen, she was concerned for Mordecai’s welfare, sought his guidance, and continued to follow his godly, faithful instructions. When Mordecai was grieving over the pending fate of the Jewish people, Esther writhed in great anguish. In efforts to comfort Mordecai, Esther sent him garments so that he would remove his sackcloth. When this attempt at comfort failed, she sent Hathach to find out why Mordecai was grieving. Mordecai informed Queen Esther of Haman’s devastating plans for the annihilation of the Jewish people, and he instructed Esther to go to the king to plead for her people. Queen Esther trusted Mordecai’s guidance and walk with God. She instructed Mordecai and the Jewish people to fast and pray, and then she followed Mordecai’s plan to save the Jewish people, even at the risk of her own life.

[Q]
How did Mordecai demonstrate his devotion to Esther? How did he demonstrate that he respected her?

[Q]
How did Esther respond to Mordecai’s devotion? How did she demonstrate devotion and respect for Mordecai?

[Q]
What can you infer from this passage about Mordecai’s faith? 

[Q]
How did Mordecai’s devotion and respect for Esther encourage her to listen to him and adopt his faith? How did Esther demonstrate that she trusted in God as Mordecai did?

[Q]
According to Dr. Janice Crouse, “Kids learn our values when they are spoken to respectfully and feel free to ask questions.” Do you agree that parents and children should have mutual respect for each other? Why or why not? 

[Q]
What happens to a parent-child relationship when parents do not speak and act respectfully to their children? Give practical examples. 

[Q]
How can parents model respect? What happens to a parent-child relationship when a child does not respect her parent?

[Q]
How might Esther’s story have been different if she and Mordecai did not have mutual respect and devotion for each other?

Teaching point three: When communicating with our children, our speech should be full of grace.

Read Ephesians 4:29 and 2 Timothy 1:1–4. Paul warned us in Ephesians not to let any unwholesome words come out of our mouths, but only words that are “helpful for building others up according to their needs.” Certainly this applies to parent-child relationships. When parents are angry or frustrated, it’s easy to hurl thoughtless, hurtful words at our children. These words damage not only a child’s self-concept, but the parent-child relationship. They also undermine a parent’s ability to communicate God’s love and truth to his child. We need to carefully and prayerfully choose words that will encourage our children instead of tearing them down. Rebukes and truth should be spoken with firm gentleness, but not with cruel or hateful name-calling or accusations.

Paul considered Timothy to be his child in the faith. His words to Timothy reflected his love and respect. He called Timothy “my beloved” and prayed for God’s blessings on him. He told Timothy that he thanked God for him and prayed for him night and day. Paul shared his heart of longing to see Timothy, and he told Timothy that when he was with him he was filled with joy. Paul modeled a parent whose words were edifying and encouraging. Paul’s encouraging words were meant to bless Timothy, build him up in his faith, and remind Timothy of Paul’s love for him. Paul expressed his love for Timothy first, and then he proceeded to instruct him in the Lord.

[Q]
Paul warned against letting unwholesome words proceed from our mouths. What is implied by the phrase, “Do not let …”? When we are angry or frustrated, how can we control our tongues so that damaging, unkind words are not spoken?

[Q]
What did Paul mean when he said our words should be “helpful for building others up according to their needs, that it may benefit those who listen”? How might a rebuke help build a person up?

[Q]
How do our words affect our parent-child bond? Give specific examples. 

[Q]
How might our words either encourage or discourage our child’s desire to listen to us? How might a parent who has shut down communication by her unkind words actually hinder her ability to pass her faith on to her children?

[Q]
List all of the tender words and phrases Paul wrote to Timothy in this passage. Based on 2 Timothy 1:1–4, what can you infer about Paul and Timothy’s relationship? Why do you think Paul encouraged Timothy before he gave him instructions? 

[Q]
Which of Hunter’s ways to build a better bond include encouraging words? Why are encouraging words important to a healthy parent-child bond?

Teaching point four: Serving one another strengthens our relationship with each other and God.

John 13:1–17. When Jesus washed his disciples’ feet, he modeled a heart of service. Jesus specifically told the disciples that he had set an example for them to follow. Jesus’ love for his disciples was evident by his humble service to them. In modeling service, he taught his disciples to serve each other as an expression of their love for each other and God. John so greatly felt his Savior’s love that he referred to himself as “the disciple whom Jesus loved” (v. 23). Serving increases the bond of intimacy, not only between God and man but between the people involved in the service. Serving together with our children is an excellent opportunity for parents to draw closer to their children while modeling their faith in Christ.

[Q]
Why did Jesus model service to his disciples? What did Jesus want his disciples to understand? How did the disciples react to Jesus serving them? Why do you think they reacted this way? 

[Q]
How did washing the disciples’ feet demonstrate Christ’s love for them? 

[Q]
How do you feel when others serve you? How do you feel when you serve others? Explain how serving strengthens the bond between the people involved in the service.

[Q]
Jesus said that he gave his disciples an example to follow, so that they would serve others as he had served them. Why is modeling such a powerful means of teaching? How might we use modeling to teach our children to have a heart of service? Give practical examples.

[Q]
Share a time when serving your child, or serving together with your child, improved your parent-child bond. Has serving your child, or serving together with your child, strengthened your child’s faith? Share your story.

Optional Activity

As a small group, include your children in one of the following service projects:

· Serve food at a homeless shelter

· Participate in an Adopt-a-Highway program

· Develop a short music or drama program and perform it at a local nursing home

· Rake leaves or shovel snow for the elderly in your church

Part 3

Apply Your Findings

Carving out time to spend with our children is essential to developing the strong parent-child bond necessary to pass on our faith to our children. Teachable moments, planned activities, using edifying words, and serving together are opportunities to develop a relationship with our children that includes mutual respect and devotion. Out of this depth of relationship, we will have opportunities to form godly character and values in our children.

So how would such a relationship bring balance to our lives? If we are in harmony with our children, home will be a relaxing and joyful place to be, rather than a place full of stress. We will delight to be with our loved ones, rather than dreading an unpleasant encounter at the end of the day. Our joy and relaxation will come as we know that we are doing the most important job God has given us to do.

[Q]
What issues hinder your ability to bond with your child? What could you do to improve your relationship with your child?

[Q]
Does busyness keep you from having intimate conversations with your child? How can we keep ourselves from being caught up in the epidemic of busyness so rampant in our culture?

[Q]
How does your child respond when you are intentional about spending time with him? How does it bring peace to your home?

[Q]
How might you improve your relationship with your child? Which of the suggestions in this study or article have you found to be the most beneficial in helping you to relate to your child? 

Action Point: As a small group, compile your own list of ways to connect with your kids by sharing ideas with each other.

—Study prepared by Julie Kloster, speaker, freelance writer, and regular contributor to ChristianBibleStudies.com.
Additional Resources

· ChristianBibleStudies.com

-Fear Factors in Parenting

-Parenting Together

-Mentoring Youngsters Toward Adolescence

-Responsibility Super Models

-Replace Whining with Respect

· How to Keep Your Kids on Your Team, Charles F. Stanley (Thomas Nelson/W, 2003; ISBN 0785261222)
· How to Say It to Your Kids, Paul Coleman (Prentice Hall/Penguin Putnam, 2000; ISBN 0130308846)
· How to Talk So Your Kids Will Listen: From Toddlers to Teenagers—Connecting With Your Child at Every Age, H. Normal Wright (Gospel Light, 2004; ISBN 0830733280)
· Men of Honor, Women of Virtue: Raising Your Kids to Keep the Faith, Chuck Stecker (Cook Communications, 2006; ISBN 0781442591)
· Parents’ Guide to the Spiritual Growth of Children, John Trent, Rick Osborne, Kurt Bruner (Tyndale House, 2003; ISBN 1589971434)
· Romancing Your Child’s Heart, Revised, Monte Swan (Multnomah Publishers Inc., 2003; ISBN 159052280X)
Article

Connect with Your Kids

8 great ways to build a better bond.

By Kathi Hunter, for the study “Creating a Stronger Parent-Child Bond”
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I thought I was close to my kids. Then I bought my daughter a toothbrush. That’s when I found out how clueless I really was.

“Mom! A Barbie toothbrush! How could you buy me a Barbie toothbrush?” Kimberly shrieked.

“Sweetie, you like Barbie. You just asked for a Barbie for your birthday,” I said sweetly, trying to not let my aggravation show.

“Mom, that was two whole months ago. I don’t play with Barbies anymore,” Kimberly said, stomping off.

With hectic schedules, overbooked kids, and worn-out parents, it is hard for us to keep up on toothbrush styles, much less work on shaping our children’s character. But carving out time to spend with our children is a must.

Recent research shows that children who spend time talking to their parents, taking part in family activities and meals, and building family traditions with their parents are less likely to engage in harmful activities. During these times of simply hanging out with their parents, kids tend to open up more easily about sensitive topics and explore issues in greater depth. Those same conversations about school, God, friends, and science projects rarely take place solely in a 10-minute chunk of “quality time” at the end of a long day.

As Dr. Janice Crouse, a respected authority on family issues, explains, “Kids learn our values when they are spoken to respectfully and feel free to ask questions. When we spend time with our children, we can be sensitive to the teachable times in their lives. Even while I watched television with my kids, I would ask them leading questions. ‘Did you see how that man treated his wife? How could he have handled that situation better?’ Those discussions helped my children become more discerning and discriminating in what they watched and the activities they participated in growing up.”

To avoid a repeat of what is now referred to as “The Barbie Incident,” and to keep the lines of communication open between the members of our family, we have come up with eight ways to stay connected with each other. Try them out in your family, or use them to inspire bonding time that’s unique to your family.

1. Take a One-on-One Vacation

My friend Kim and her husband, Jim, had long promised their children that when each child turned 16, he or she would go on an extended vacation with one of their parents; their daughter, Sarah, would go with Mom, and their son, Ryan, with Dad. The only requirements were that it had to be in the continental U.S. and that the kids had to help plan the trip.

“Money was tight, and we had to give up a lot in order to afford the vacations,” Kim explains, “but we knew how important it was to spend that time with each of the kids.” Time alone with a parent during the teen years can be just the ticket for a teenager who needs to be reminded that she’ll always have a safe haven as she moves out into the world.

If an extended vacation is impossible, try a long weekend with each of your children. My friend Lynn and her husband, Mark, have taken turns going on a weekend getaway with their boys, Jake and Ben. Lynn got the first opportunity when each of their sons turned 10, and Mark two years later when the boys turned 12. Lynn says the best part about the trips was getting to see the uniqueness of each of her boys. While Ben wanted to get dressed up and go to the area culinary academy with his mom to try new and exotic dishes, Jake was thrilled to pedal across northern California on a guided bike tour with Lynn bringing up the rear.

Finally, if a weekend away won’t work, an overnighter in a local hotel or campground can go a long way toward strengthening the bond between you and your child. 

2. Plan a Family Night

Once a week, we have a “Family Fun Night,” with one family member in charge of the planning. They get $15 to feed and entertain the troops. Our family has experienced everything from a bake-at-home pizza and a video rental of The Princess Bride to a home-packed picnic at the duck park followed by an afternoon at the local nickel arcade. Not only does Family Fun Night give us an opportunity to spend some time together, it forces our kids to plan, budget, and take other people’s likes and dislikes into consideration. We also find that giving the children the chance to plan the event helps them enjoy this time a whole lot more.

3. Eat Dinner Together

It sounds so simple, but when our family is balancing work, kids’ band practice, the golden retriever’s vet appointments, and church choir rehearsal, our van passes beneath the Golden Arches more times than I care to admit. Now we make it a priority to sit down and eat a meal together at least five times a week. These range from dinner at a local restaurant to pancakes and bacon on a school morning to a Saturday tailgate before the big game. Not only is this a time to nourish our bodies with food, we nourish our family with good conversation and fun.

Not long ago, we were seated around the dinner table, discussing what it was like to be a kid when my husband and I were in elementary school. “You didn’t have computers?” our son asked incredulously. “That’s right,” my husband replied, “we didn’t even have a microwave.” Justen thought about that for a moment, “Then how did you cook?” I am sure he was not commenting on my culinary talents.

4. Have a Date Night

My son, Justen, and I began this tradition when he was 7 years old, and we still do it now that he’s 13. About once a month, we choose a night to go out on the town, just the two of us. It may be hamburgers and strawberry shakes at the ‘50s-style diner in town, picking up mystery novels and hot chocolate at our favorite bookstore, or playing Skee-Ball at the local arcade. Whatever the activity, it gives us a chance to talk without the distraction of the phone, his siblings, or the Cartoon Network.

To create your own date night, ask your child what type of activity he’d enjoy. Maybe you both love Japanese food and want to try out the new sushi restaurant in town. Maybe you’re astronomy fans; take a star walk sponsored by a local planetarium. The object of your evening is to get out of the house and do something you will both enjoy and can talk about in the years to come.

5. Pray Together

It sounds like a given, but it took many years before we got into the routine of praying together as a family. So we made it part of our regular routine. We decided to have everyone write out any prayer requests on an index card and place it in a basket on the breakfast table. Each morning, we divide up the cards and have each family member pray aloud for the request. We pray for missionaries and math tests, friends who are sick and puppies who are about to be born. No request is too trivial.

My friend Kimberly prays with her son, Matthew, each night before he goes to bed. He refuses to put his head on the pillow until all of his friends, grandparents, and stuffed animals have been upheld in prayer. It certainly makes bedtime last a little longer, but this is a special time of closeness for Kimberly and Matthew that is rarely missed.

6. Write a Love Note

In the middle of our cluttered kitchen counter sits a small, lidded basket, better known as the “family mailbox.” Often when I check our little basket, there will be a sticky note with the words “I love you, Mommy,” written in my daughter’s best 9-year-old cursive with green glitter pen.

Our family mailbox is a great way to encourage each other and brighten our kids’ days. My son is long past the age of wanting notes in his brown paper lunch bag where his friends can see them, but he never minds finding a note or a small treat in the family mailbox.

To start your own family mailbox, all you need is a basket, a pad of paper, and a pen. Start the ball rolling by writing notes to each member of your family. You could start with a note of encouragement, or maybe a Bible verse. End the note with a question, such as, “If you could be invisible for a day, what would you do?” I promise you will get some fascinating mail in your little basket.

7. Break for Coffee

After a long day at school, my kids need a chance to unwind before diving into their history and algebra homework. Once they’ve had a chance to pet the dog and put away their backpacks, we gather around the kitchen table and have our after-school coffee break. We have popcorn and hot chocolate, cookies with a tall glass of frosty milk, or pretzels and lemonade. This is when I find out about the day’s happenings at school, how much homework there is for the evening, and, most importantly, how I can pray for my kids while they are at school.

To have your own coffee break, all you need to do is prepare a simple snack and be ready to ask open-ended questions. Instead of “How was your day?” ask, “What did you and Haley talk about at recess this morning?” or “I know you studied really hard for your chemistry test; was it as tough as you thought it would be?” Try to stay focused on your kids during this time. Look at them, listen to their stories no matter how convoluted they get, and make sure you share a little about your day as well.

Some kids just need to decompress after school and don’t feel like replaying their day right away. For other families, it might be nearly dinnertime before everyone is home. The point of the coffee break isn’t to add more stress to your lives, but to give you a regular time to talk through the day. So fit your coffee break in where it works best for you and your children.

8. Start a Parent-Child Journal

When my daughter Kimberly was 8, we started sharing a mother-daughter journal. One night she would lay it on my nightstand for me to write in; the next, I would tuck it under her pillow for her to record her thoughts and dreams. Through the pages of that little book we’ve shared secrets, settled arguments, and discussed life. It’s been a great way to talk about all the fun and not-so-fun issues going on in my little girl’s life. It has also given me the opportunity to share Bible verses, advice, and love notes in a non-threatening way.

It’s easy to get the ball rolling on a parent-child journal. Find a notebook, attach a pen, then write a question to start the conversation. Ask about school, friends, books, or anything else that interests your child. Ask open-ended questions, like “Tell me about the best book you’ve read in fourth grade.” This will help you get more in-depth responses, as well as having even more to write about the next time you share journal entries.

All of these ideas take planning and time, and there have been times that I’ve wondered if it’s worth it. Yet those seem to be the days when my daughter comes running in to tell me about the new elephant joke she heard at school, or asks my advice on how to handle a problem with her best friend. With a chuckle I realize all that effort has created a deep, lasting bond that will keep our family connected for years to come.

—Kathi Hunter is a frequent speaker at retreats and MOPS events. She is the mother of two and a contributor to More Humor for a Woman’s Heart (Howard).

 “Connect with Your Kids,” by Kathi Hunter, Christian Parenting Today, Fall 2003
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	Leader’s Guide

Conquering Guilt

When God leads us to work outside the home, 
we can still be great moms.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	How can you be a good mother if you also have a job? Working moms get this question all the time. We’re probably more vulnerable to that criticism than anything else in our lives. But statistics show that few two-parent families can get by on one average income, even if they fall way below “keeping up with the Joneses.” 

So what’s a mom to do? Are we really neglecting our kids when we work outside the home? Does loving a career mean we’re not as committed to our families? Is God as horrified over working moms as some people infer? How can we get beyond the intrinsic guilt we feel? In this study, based on an article by Lisa Jackson, we learn from Mary Whelchel of The Christian Working Woman how we can go to and from work—without guilt riding along.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	


Lesson #5

Scripture:
Proverbs 3:5–6; 31:10–31; Isaiah 26:3–4; 1 Corinthians 12:4–6; 1 Timothy 1:11–12

Based on:
“Kissing Guilt Goodbye,” by Lisa Jackson, Christian Parenting Today, September/October 1999

PART 1

[image: image23.png]


Identify the Current Issue

Note to leader: Prior to the class, provide for each person the article “Kissing Guilt Goodbye” from Christian Parenting Today (included at the end of this study).

Life is not easy. Especially when you’re a working mom. Not only do you need to juggle the responsibilities and activities of your family and personal life, but you also have to live up to the expectations and requirements of the workplace. Sometimes we feel like we have to be some sort of superwoman—and most of us feel we fall short of that goal. 

Then we add the needs of our kids. We worry that their caretakers aren’t taking care of them as well as we can. We feel distress each time we can’t get off work for one of their school parties or special events. We even feel that maybe we’re not godly mothers because we work instead of staying home with our kids all day.

When we realize that work can be a God-ordained ministry and calling, and that we can trust God with the hearts of our children, we can plow through the guilt. We still may not be superwomen, but we can be what God calls us to be at home and in the workplace.

Discussion starters:

[Q]
Have you ever felt guilty for leaving your children with another person while you went to work? Why did this make you feel guilty? 

[Q]
Do you think children automatically suffer when their moms work?

[Q]
What do you think is society’s attitude in general about moms who work? How about the church’s attitude as a whole? 

[Q]
Have you ever been around Christians who made you feel uncomfortable for working or seemed to disapprove of your job? Why do you think some Christians make you feel this way? What’s their motivation? 

[Q]
How do you respond when the guilty feelings hit you? How would your life be different if you never again felt guilty for having a job? 

[Q]
How do you think God views working women? Do you think he inspires the guilt feelings? Explain.

PART 2

Discover the Eternal Principles

Teaching point one: Wherever God leads us, we are to follow.

Read Proverbs 3:5–6. Most of us are capable people. We do an amazing job at arranging our schedules, multitasking, and juggling the needs and deadlines of our jobs, families, churches, and personal lives. In our frantic pace, it’s easy to move ahead and plan our own lives. 

As Mary Whelchel says, a lot of women tell God their agendas and ask him to bless them. But when we do this, according to Whelchel and this Scripture passage, we put the cart before the horse. First we should go to God, with our lives like a blank sheet of paper, and ask him to write our “marching orders.” Then, Whelchel points out, when we know we’re where God wants us to be, we can get rid of the guilt—we can take the marching orders and be proud of them. 

[Q]
Do you remember a time when you specifically went to God and asked him to direct you? Afterwards, did you sense his guidance and direction? How did he make clear to you what he wanted you to do?

[Q]
Considering the passage in Proverbs, what happens when we move ahead without acknowledging God and waiting for his guidance?

[Q]
Read Proverbs 31:10–31. What indicates that the Proverbs 31 woman, the virtuous woman, was also a working woman? How does this passage honor that choice? 

Teaching point two: God provides us with gifts, not guilt. 

“Okay, I committed my way to God, and sensed that being at work was his direction. So why do I still feel guilty?” Nearly every working mom can relate to this feeling, especially when we have to miss our child’s program at school because we can’t get off work. Or when a son or daughter says, “Mommy, why do you have to go to work? Can’t you stay home with me?”

At those times, we have to cling to our calling. We have to hold on to fact, not feelings. We also need to learn to distinguish the difference between false guilt and true guilt. Whelchel points out that we feel true guilt when we’re not listening to or obeying God. True guilt is specific. God is not the author of confusion. When we are disobedient or going in the wrong direction, the Holy Spirit convicts us of specific things. When the guilty feeling is a result of true sin, the Holy Spirit shows us exactly what’s wrong.

On the other hand, false guilt is an elusive, vague feeling. Whelchel points out that if we have our marching orders from God, have our priorities right, and are following God’s lead, “then you can be assured those feelings are the work of Satan, trying to find your weak spot.”

Instead of guilt, God has given us gifts to serve him. Very often we serve the Lord with these gifts in a workplace environment, where we can also, directly or indirectly, reveal him to those with whom we work.

Read Isaiah 26:3–4 and 1 Corinthians 12:4–6. 

[Q]
What does it mean to have a steadfast mind? How can remembering Isaiah 26:3–4 help us when those feelings of guilt strike?


[Q]
1 Corinthians 12:4–6 tells us that there are different kinds of gifts and service, but the same Lord over all. What does this mean? How can remembering that God has given us a specific gift, area of service, or expertise help us when we feel false guilt about being a working mom?

[Q]
In what ways can God use a woman to be a reflection of him in her workplace? 

[Q]
What specific action steps can we take when we’re feeling false guilt? 


Leader’s Note: Whelchel suggests that Scripture is a woman’s best weapon against false guilt—find a Scripture to memorize and use it as a screensaver or find another way to keep it before you.

Optional Activity

Ask the group to break up into groups of three or four. Give each person a pencil and paper and ask them to make a list of gifts God gives. Ask the small groups to report their findings and make a master list on a chalkboard, whiteboard, or overhead projector. Now, let the small groups walk through the list of gifts and discuss how each can be lived out at home and at work.

Teaching point three: God loves our families as much—even more—than we do. 

Our children are not just ours—they’re God’s children too. The responsibility for these kids doesn’t just rest upon our shoulders. The Holy Spirit guides, corrects, and protects even these little ones. God loves them every bit as much as we do—even more! 

Even stay-at-home moms aren’t with their children every hour of the day and can’t protect their children from everything they face. But when we can’t be there, God can. When God guides us into the workplace, we can commit our kids to him and know that even when we’re away from them, he isn’t. 
Read 1 Timothy 1:11–12. 

[Q]
Timothy was appointed to serve God in certain ways at certain times. Yet that did not mean that everything was always easy in his life. He suffered. How can this encourage us as working moms, suffering from guilt feelings? 

[Q]
What does this verse tell us about committing our children into the Lord’s care? How does this work out in a practical sense in our lives? 

[Q]
How does God guard our children when we’re not there?

[Q]
When we actually realize that God is more committed to our kids than we are, how does that change our lives? 
Part 3

Apply Your Findings

God guides and equips each woman. His plans are as individualized as our fingerprints. He calls some women to stay at home with their children instead of working. Others he calls to perform his tasks at a workplace while others support us by helping with our children. Still others he calls to work outside the home for a season. God gives each of us a job description. We can operate confidently within that job description, throwing any false guilt back on God’s shoulders, until he changes that job description.
[Q]
What do you feel is God’s job description for your life right now? How has he revealed this? 

[Q]
If you’re living within God’s job description for you, how can you ignore or banish false guilt when it starts to attack? 

[Q]
How can you respond in love to people who directly or indirectly accuse you of not being a good mom because you work? 

[Q]
What can you do to help you remember that your kids are in God’s care? 

—Study prepared by Jeanette Gardner Littleton, who works from her home while managing three kids, two dogs, two cats, two hamsters, three fish, and one husband.

Additional Resources

· ChristianBibleStudies.com

-Fear Factors in Parenting

-Parenting Together

-Mentoring Youngsters Toward Adolescence

-Responsibility Super Models

-Replace Whining with Respect

· Fran & Jesus on the Job, by Mary Whelchel (Tyndale, 1993; ISBN 0842312269)

· The Frazzled Factor Workbook: Relief for Working Moms, by Jane Jarell and Karol Ladd (Thomas Nelson/W, 2005; ISBN 1418501921)

· Martha to the Max: Balanced Living for Perfectionists, by Debi Stack (Moody Publishers, 2000; ISBN 0802453899)

· Soaring on High: Spiritual Insights from the Life of an Eagle, by Mary Whelchel (Moody Publishers, 2001; ISBN 080241784)

· The Single Mom’s Workplace Survival Guide, by Brenda Armstrong (Gospel Light, 2002; ISBN 0830734934)

· The Christian Working Woman website: www.christianworkingwoman.org 

Article

Kiss Guilt Goodbye

Mary Whelchel, an expert on working moms, helps you be the parent God wants you to be. 
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Interview by Lisa Jackson, for the study “Conquering Guilt”

You haven’t even made it to work, and already you know it’s going to be one of those days. Sarah’s pouting because you forgot to wash her neon purple shirt and today is Glow-in-the-Dark Day at school. Matthew’s sitter is sick and you had to scramble to find a replacement. You finally get the kids where they need to be, breathe deeply, and prepare to face your day. Turning the corner, you find yourself smack in the middle of a traffic jam. Why did I ever go back to work? you wonder. Life sure was a lot simpler when I was at home. 

Sixty percent of all mothers today work at least part-time outside the home. And statistics show that the No. 1 emotion working mothers struggle with is guilt—guilt because you aren’t home when the kids get home from school, guilt because your son doesn’t like his sitter, guilt because you can’t be a room mother. 

“Working mothers are under tremendous strain,” says author and speaker Mary Whelchel. “We have a lot of people depending on us. If we mess up, everybody feels it.” 

Whelchel knows about work-related guilt. A career mom since her daughter was 8, Mary is the founder of The Christian Working Woman, a ministry dedicated to helping Christian women apply God’s Word to their lives in the workplace. We talked to Mary about getting rid of working-mom guilt. 

Let’s start with the basics. Why is guilt such a problem for working moms?

Guilt and parenting seem to go hand in hand. Every mother experiences it. We somehow believe if something’s wrong with our children it must be our fault. And because a working mother isn’t physically present with her kids 24 hours a day, she naturally blames herself even more when there’s even the slightest problem. There’s also a guilt that’s unique to Christians. I think it’s because of the attitude in some Christian circles that working mothers can’t possibly be as good at parenting as their stay-at-home counterparts, and that their children can’t possibly become well-adjusted adults. There are some pretty strong opinions and a lot of blame being thrown around. 

How can a mom know if God wants her in the workforce?

She needs to start on her knees. A lot of women tell God, “This is what I’m going to do. I want you to bless my agenda.” That never works. You must go humbly to God and say, “Lord, I want your will, whatever that is. I’m giving you a blank sheet of paper and you can write my orders on it.” Working moms need to make sure their marching orders come from the Lord. Once you know you’re where God wants you, you really can get rid of guilt. Take hold of those orders and start marching. Be proud of them. But, if you have any uncertainty at all about working outside the home, if you’ve never gone to God in the first place, then back up and seek his will. 

Some would say those guilty feelings are a sign that a mom should be at home rather than working.

Maybe, but just because you feel guilty doesn’t mean you are guilty. Working mothers assume that every problem their children have is the result of their working. It’s just not true. If you stayed home and devoted every minute to your children, they’d still have problems. You need to look closely at your emotions and determine if you’re feeling true guilt or false guilt. If it’s false guilt, get rid of it. 

What’s the difference between true guilt and false guilt?

We feel true guilt when we’re not listening to God. True guilt is specific: You know why you’re feeling guilty and what you’re supposed to do about it. It’s a matter of being obedient to God. If a mom is working and she knows God hasn’t called her to that job, she better get out or she’s going to be buried in guilt. If you’ve been putting your job ahead of your family, that’s true guilt. Is your job short-changing your family? That’s true guilt. False guilt is a vague, cloudy feeling, one that’s tough to nail down. It says, “I’m not right. I’m not what I should be.” It feels the same and acts on you the same as true guilt, so it’s tough to know the difference. It all goes back to those marching orders. If you know you’ve got your priorities right and are following God’s lead in your life, then you can be assured those feelings are the work of Satan, trying to find your weak spot. 

Obviously, God wants us to get rid of any false guilt. How can we do that?

The best weapon against false guilt is Scripture. Find a verse that relates to your guilt, memorize it, put it on your screensaver—whatever you need to do to get it in your head. Then, when those feelings threaten to overwhelm you, remember that Scripture. Let’s say you’re battling the fear that your kids won’t turn out right because you’re working. Use a verse like 2 Timothy 1:7, “For God did not give us a spirit of timidity, but a spirit of power …” or Proverbs 22:6, “Train a child in the way he should go, and when he is old he will not turn from it.” 

The Bible is often used to tell moms they shouldn’t be working. How do you respond to that?

The Bible doesn’t offer black-and-white directives about whether a mother should work. I do, however, find many principles about priorities. It’s clear that women should be responsible for their households and put their families ahead of their careers. Scripture does offer a great example of a woman who does both things well, the Proverbs 31 woman. She puts the Lord first and then takes care of her family before heading to the marketplace. She knows her calling and obeys. 

That sounds good on paper, but working moms can still feel like they’re missing out on big chunks of their kids’ lives.

You will miss out on things an at-home mom might not, but it doesn’t have to mean disaster. If you’re where God wants you, you must trust God to fill in the gaps. It’s costly to give of yourself, your time and energy. Time you spend playing a game with your children when you’d rather be taking a quiet bubble bath or time when you really don’t feel like going to a school function after working all day. These are very real sacrifices parents must make. But God has given each of us gifts and talents (1 Cor. 12:4–6). He expects us to exercise these abilities, both in the home and the workplace. Career women can make a very real impact on this world. The Bible says “let your light shine before men, that they may see your good deeds and praise your Father in heaven” (Matt. 5:16). As a working mom, you can extend the light that shines in your own home into the world around you. Working moms often worry they’re shortchanging their families. 

What are some practical tips to keep the household running smoothly?

First, divvy up the chores. A lot of working moms try to alleviate their guilt by becoming “super mom.” They try to compensate by not asking of their children and husbands what would normally be expected of them. Listen, you’re not doing your kids any favors if you do it all for them. They need to have their own tasks, making their beds, washing the dishes, walking the dog. They need to be taught that the family is a team that works together, with everyone doing his fair share. So sit down as a family and put in writing exactly what you expect from your children. Second, let Dad take over some responsibilities. This way, kids get twice the nurturing and at the same time see that parenting is a team effort. 

Looking back, what have you learned in your life as a working mother?

A working mother can be the mom God wants her to be and her children can have all the attention and nurturing they need. God doesn’t expect perfect parents, but he does expect to be No. 1 in our lives. The most important thing any parent can do is pray. Prayer is essential whether you work outside your home or not. When your kids see you praying, reading the Bible, and seeking God’s guidance for your life, they’ll take these values for themselves. If you demonstrate your commitment to Christ, your children will learn to live for Jesus, too. And that’s what really matters when it’s all said and done.

“Kissing Guilt Goodbye,” by Lisa Jackson, Christian Parenting Today, September/October 1999
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	Leader’s Guide

Looking for Rest

Is Sunday just another day?
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	Sundays looked different years ago. They were the days people went to church, got together with family or friends, and kicked back and relaxed. But as time went on, Sundays started looking like every other day. They became days to catch up on work or to shop. It became business as usual. 

Author Lynne Baab shares how her family observes the Sabbath. Having lived in Israel, her family practiced a day of rest and worship as the Israelis do. When her family moved back to the States, they made the decision to continue treating the day as one set apart; a day of replenishment. All of us need rest. This study will ask: Whose idea was it in the first place that we should rest? What does slowing down look like? What challenges will we face?
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	


Lesson #6

Scripture:
Genesis 2:1–3; 1 Kings 19:3–8; Psalm 23:1–4; 131:2; Luke 5:15–16

Based on:
“The Gift of Rest,” by Lynne M. Baab, Today’s Christian Woman, September/October 2005

PART 1
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Identify the Current Issue

Note to leader: Prior to the class, provide for each person the article “The Gift of Rest” from Today’s Christian Woman magazine (included at the end of this study).

People are tired. Everyone is rushing to get somewhere. Even when families go on vacation, it is a standing joke that when they return home they will need a vacation to rest up. With all the latest inventions designed to make our lives easier, we are still an exhausted bunch of people. 

There are so many things to teach children. We want them to have values and to be respectful. We want them to develop a good work ethic and a close relationship with God. We want them to have balance in their everyday lives—to work hard but also to learn how to rest. If we are to teach our children about rest, we must show them how.

Discussion starters:

[Q]
Share what Sundays were like in your home when you were growing up. Did your parents have a slower pace that day?

[Q]
What would a relaxing Sunday look like to you now?

[Q]
What would be your biggest barrier to implementing a day of rest in your household?

[Q]
Who would fight you the most if you tried to establish a day of rest?

[Q]
A child will argue with a parent about not needing a nap. What arguments do you pose to God about not taking a day of rest?

Optional Activity. Describe in detail the most restful day you can imagine. Give an hour-by-hour account of what you are doing, where you are, and who you are with. Make us feel like we are there. Use all of your five senses.

PART 2

Discover the Eternal Principles

Teaching point one: Rest is God’s idea.

From the beginning of time, rest was God’s idea. Read Genesis 2:1–3. God—who is all-powerful—rested when he finished his work, giving us a pattern to follow. Even the seasons allow time for the earth to be replenished. Rest is God’s idea.

We see in Scripture that when men of God were tired, they were encouraged to rest. Read 1 Kings 19:3–8. After a day’s journey Elijah was exhausted and depressed; sitting under a Juniper tree, he wanted to die. Yet God knew what Elijah’s body required and provided it for him. Sometimes people don’t heed the messages their bodies try to convey. Working too many hours, not receiving proper nourishment, skimping on sleep—eventually our physical bodies protest.

Read Luke 5:15–16. Jesus took care of his physical and emotional needs. His ministry was taxing; people everywhere needed him. Yet he knew when he needed to get off by himself. Often people share how much they have to do and how few hours of sleep they have gotten as if it is something to brag about. In contrast, our Savior took care of his body and his soul. When he needed rest, he got rest. 

The longer we know the Lord, the more we are being conformed to the image of God’s Son. If we set aside a time for rest, we will look different than others. This difference could draw others to the Lord. After being refreshed, we will have new energy to expend, a better ability to listen to those who share, and vitality where we were getting weary. Everyone will benefit.

[Q]
Share a time when many responsibilities prevented you from getting proper rest. How did it affect you physically, socially, and spiritually?

[Q]
The Bible tells us God is all-powerful. Share why you think he rested on the seventh day.

[Q]
If God thinks resting on the Sabbath is a good idea, why do you think so many Christians ignore this?

[Q]
Do you think it matters if the day of rest is on Sunday? Why or why not?

[Q]
What did Jesus do when he needed to get some rest?

[Q]
Do you think that Jesus ever said no to anyone? Give reasons for your answer.

Teaching point two: Our bodies need to slow down.

Our bodies are wonderfully designed. Yet because we live in a fallen world, our bodies get tired, weak, and sometimes sick. To make sure we are in optimal health, we need to eat right, drink plenty of water, exercise, and have times of rest. A body that is constantly on the go needs time to replenish. 

Slowing down can benefit everyone. Our children quickly pick up our frantic lifestyles, keeping busy every minute. There will always be something that needs to be done. Rest needs to be a priority.

In her article, Lynne Baab points out some of the things her family did as they rested on the Sabbath: “We read, we walked, we talked. My husband sometimes went bird-watching in the field near our apartment. I wrote long letters. We napped. Sometimes we prayed together leisurely. We simply slowed down. We rested in God’s love and experienced his grace.” Some activities are slower pace, giving time for reflection. 

Many other cultures close shop, even on weekdays, for a short rest. On Sundays in these cultures, it is common to see groups of people leisurely walking, taking in the beautiful surroundings. Outdoor cafés are often filled with people just sitting and enjoying each other’s company, a slower pace. As American Christians, we need to challenge our society’s frantic pace so that our bodies and souls can be refreshed. Read Psalm 131:2.

[Q]
Why do we need to take time to still and quiet our souls? What effect can that have on our minds and bodies?

[Q]
What are some of the negative consequences for our bodies if we do not take time to replenish them?

[Q]
Out of all the things the author does with her family, what appealed to you? What would you never consider doing?

[Q]
Do you think our technological advances help us to rest? Why or why not?

Teaching point three: Finding time to rest is a challenge, but it’s worth the effort.

For some, there may not be the luxury of a whole day to rest. Homes with one parent barely have enough hours in a day to get everything done before the coming week. Instead of a whole day, perhaps part of the day can be used for rest. 

Lynn talks about how a mom with young children prepares a box of special activities for them. “During one hour on Sunday afternoon, her children know they’re expected to play alone, enjoying the delights in the Sabbath box while their parents get some silent time.”

The important thing is to get the rest we need. At times we need to be forced to get rest. Read Psalm 23:1–4. God actually makes us lie down in green pastures. When we study about sheep, we learn that they are not the smartest of creatures. They actually have to be forced to lie down. Our God cares for us as the sheep in his pasture. Lovingly he leads us to the greenest grass. With rod and staff he guides us in the paths he wants us to take, and when we need rest, he makes us lie down.

We can be that loving shepherd to the little lambs he has entrusted to us. We can ensure they get the proper rest they need to live their lives, and to really help them in the area of rest we can model what that looks like. For values are caught, not taught. They need to know that not only can Mom and Dad work hard, but they can rest, too. Children can come to realize that rest is something God provides so we can replenish ourselves.  

[Q]
How are we like sheep? Is that encouraging or discouraging to you?

[Q]
What is one of the biggest challenges you face concerning getting enough rest?

[Q]
What things would you include if you were putting together a “Sabbath box”?

[Q]
In the article Lynne points out the definition of “Sabbath.” Do you remember what it was? Review that section of the article now. How can you best incorporate this idea into your life schedule?

Teaching point four: Our day of rest has to be guarded.

We need to have consistency in changes we seek to make. We will be tempted to try it and quickly discard the idea. Any habit takes 6–8 weeks to establish. We owe ourselves at least that much time to try it.

There may be people in our lives who do not understand setting aside time for rest. According to Dr. Henri Cloud and Dr. John Townsend, we need to have boundaries in our lives, though some people will perceive those boundaries as a lack of love. If we are going to live giving, godly lives, we need to take care of ourselves. Protecting our boundaries is actually a way of loving others by taking care of ourselves. Consistency will ensure success.
[Q]
What time of the year do you think would provide the biggest challenge to having a day of rest? What time would be the easiest? Give reasons for your answer.

[Q]
Share with the group what day and time would be best for your family’s Sabbath rest. Explain how you might introduce the idea to your family. 

[Q]
Share some meal alternatives for your day of rest, which might take pressure off the cook in the family. 

[Q]
What other changes do you need to make to establish a habit of rest?

[Q]
What precautions do you need to take to ensure others will respect your commitment to rest? What challenges would you have in this area?

PART 3

Apply Your Findings

Resting on the Sabbath is a way to replenish ourselves. Even God rested after creating the world. Our bodies, souls, and emotions need rest. Rest is God’s idea, and one he will help us achieve, for when we are rested we can do everything better, even walking with him. 

Everywhere we look, we see people who need to know the Lord. We need to take care of ourselves so when we come across someone he or she will notice something different in us. If we can teach our children how to rest, we will have taught them how to be a light in a frantic, hectic world. 

Why not start this week? When Sunday, or whatever day you choose as a Sabbath, comes, purpose in your heart that it will be different. Decide now what it will look like. Set aside that day for resting. Be an example in your household of honoring God. Rest, as Jesus did. 

[Q]
When you look back on all we’ve discussed, what do you see as your biggest obstacle to putting something like this into practice? How can you overcome that obstacle? 

[Q]
Why do you think it is so easy to get caught up in the busyness of things? In what ways does our society promote this?

[Q]
One of the fruits of the Spirit is peace; do you think it’s possible to have peace without having time to rest? Explain your answer.

[Q]
Name some of the biggest benefits to having a day set aside for rest.

—Study prepared by Anne Peterson, poet, speaker and regular contributor to ChristianBibleStudies.com.

Additional Resources

· ChristianBibleStudies.com

-Fear Factors in Parenting

-Parenting Together

-Mentoring Youngsters Toward Adolescence

-Responsibility Super Models

-Replace Whining with Respect

· Celebrating the Sabbath: Find Rest in a Restless World, Bruce A. Ray (P. & R. Publishing, 2000; ISBN 0875523941)
· Living the Sabbath: Discovering the Rhythms of Rest and Delight, Norman Wirsba (Baker, 2006; ISBN 1587431653)

· Rest of God: Restoring Your Soul by Restoring the Sabbath, Mark Buchanan (Thomas Nelson, 2006; ISBN 0849918480)
· The Sabbath: Entering God’s Rest, Barry Rubin & Steffi Rubin (Messianic Jewish Publishers, 2003; ISBN 188022674X)

· Sabbath Keeping: Finding Freedom in the Rhythms of Rest, Lynne M. Baab (Inter-varsity Press, 2005; ISBN 0830832580)

· Sabbath Sense: A Spiritual Antidote for the Overworked, Donna Schaper (Augsburg/Fortress, 2004; ISBN 0806690178)
Article

The Gift of Rest

How to embrace the blessings of the Sabbath.

By Lynne M. Baab, for the study “Looking for Rest”
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When I first started observing the Sabbath 25 years ago, it wasn’t by choice. My husband and I lived in Tel Aviv, Israel, at the time, and everything in our neighborhood—stores, movie theaters, and restaurants—closed from sunset on Friday to sunset on Saturday. Even the buses stopped running for 24 hours. Since we didn’t own a car, this greatly affected our lives.

At first we struggled to find activities for Friday evenings and Saturdays. But after a few months, we began to enjoy a day with few entertainment options. We read, we walked, we talked. My husband sometimes went bird-watching in the field near our apartment. I wrote long letters. We napped. Sometimes we prayed together leisurely. We simply slowed down. We rested in God’s love and experienced his grace.

Our Sabbaths in Israel became God’s gift to us individually, and enriched our life as a couple. Through Sabbath-keeping, we experienced the truth that God’s love for us isn’t based on what we do. We yearned to keep growing in our ability to receive that unconditional love once we returned to the U.S.

Back in the States, our family decided to continue observing the Sabbath on Sundays. Our first son had been born in Israel, and our second son was born soon after we returned home. As a young family, we read to our children, took long walks, and went to the zoo and the park after church.

As the years passed and our children grew up, our Sabbaths changed. But two things stayed constant: a slower pace and no work.

Slow Down

Never did a culture need the Sabbath as ours does today. It pressures us to be productive 24/7. Everything we do has to look good and accomplish something. Nothing encourages us to stop. But the word “Sabbath” literally means stop, pause, cease, desist.

One young woman recently told me, “I’d like our family to observe the Sabbath. I’ve been reading books about it, talking with my husband and kids, and we’re going to start soon.”

“Great,” I replied. “Tell me about what you plan to do and not do on your Sabbath.”

“I love the idea of starting on Saturday at sunset with a festive meal,” she explained. “I’d like to have special food, blessings for the children, prayers and candles, like Jewish people do. Maybe we could sing some songs. Then the next day, after we go to church, I hope we can read some Bible stories and do some crafts to help the kids center the day around God.”

“What do you plan to stop doing on the Sabbath?” I asked.

She looked at me blankly. Slowing down hadn’t figured into her Sabbath observance. She was focused solely on adding new activities.

As women, we can easily bring our culture’s values into our attempts to observe a Sabbath. We so easily forget the core meaning of the Sabbath—stopping and resting—that we end up turning our observance of it into one more thing to achieve.

We certainly want to experience God’s presence on the Sabbath, but we need to experiment with unforced ways to do it. “Simple” is a great word to describe the ideal activities for the Sabbath. As soon as we’re working too hard to achieve anything on the Sabbath, we’ve violated the central idea of the day.

One Jewish tradition bans intercessory prayer on the Sabbath because it’s viewed as too much work. In that tradition, appropriate Sabbath prayers are prayers of thankfulness. On the Sabbath, I spend time focusing on the beauty of the world God made and the good gifts he’s given me in the previous week. I try to rest in thankfulness. While I don’t try to be “hyper-spiritual” all day long, I’ve discovered a little thought discipline goes a long way towards giving me a day that’s restful and rejuvenating.

Take the Day Off

In the Ten Commandments, the Israelites are commanded to keep the Sabbath day holy, or separate, from the other weekdays. The marker of that holiness is the absence of work. But the Old Testament doesn’t give many specifics about what constitutes work. One of the few clear commands forbids lighting a fire (Exodus 35:3). This mandate assured that daughters, wives, and female servants wouldn’t be expected to cook. All the food had to be cooked before the Sabbath began, and the dishes washed afterwards. The Sabbath granted rest to everyone, even the women who labored the other six days of the week.

In our time, what’s the equivalent of “lighting a fire”? What are those actions that send us into work mode?

When we first returned to the U.S. years ago, I was a part-time student and stay-at-home mom. For me, work consisted of studying, housework, and shopping. For my husband, work involved anything from his paid job as well as house repairs and lawn mowing. We simply didn’t do any of those tasks on Sundays.

Today, turning on my computer, balancing the checkbook, weeding my garden, and cooking put me into work mode. I know some people find gardening and cooking relaxing; those women have a different list of work activities to avoid on the Sabbath.

One woman who works at a desk job finds her best Sabbath activities involve vigorous exercise outdoors. For many people, being outside on the Sabbath—walking, riding bikes, flying kites, sitting on a park bench—helps them feel closer to God. Sabbath time outside can be a time of reflection and prayer alone, a time of relaxed conversation with a friend, or an exuberant playtime with family members or friends.

Many women also benefit from some silent time on their Sabbath day. One single woman who works in a people-intensive job spends her Sabbath afternoon entirely alone. Then she often meets up with friends at the end of the day for a special meal.

One mom with young children prepares a “Sabbath box” of special activities for her children. During one hour on Sunday afternoon, her children know they’re expected to play alone, enjoying the delights in the Sabbath box while their parents get some silent time.

Some of the “work” from which we need a rest is mental. A woman I know tries to avoid worry on the Sabbath. She considers herself a worrier and feels overwhelmed at the thought of trying not to worry every day. One day a week, however, feels manageable. A day free—or at least mostly free—from worry has been a great gift to her.

Similarly, as a person who’s disliked my body for as long as I can remember, I attempt to keep my Sabbaths free from obsessing about the way I look. On the Sabbath I don’t try on clothes and I don’t read novels with slim, beautiful heroines. When I find myself thinking negative thoughts about myself, I try to set them aside for the day.

My husband and I have received many gifts from our commitment to honor the Sabbath: a day to spend with our children—and each other—without needing to get something done. A day free of multitasking. A day free of striving for perfection and productivity. A day to rest in God’s goodness. Over the years, these gifts have continued to bless us and grant us glorious freedom in Christ.
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—Lynne M. Baab is an author who lives in Washington. Her most recent book is Sabbath Keeping: Finding Freedom in the Rhythms of Rest (InterVarsity).

“The Gift of Rest” by Lynne M. Baab, Today’s Christian Woman, September/October 2005
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Sabbath Resources


� HYPERLINK "http://www.christianbook.com/Christian/Books/product/?item_no=832580&p=1006339" \t "_blank" ��Sabbath Keeping: Finding Freedom in the Rhythms of Rest� by Lynne M. Baab (InterVarsity)


� HYPERLINK "http://www.christianbook.com/Christian/Books/product/?item_no=898628&p=1006339" \t "_blank" ��Sabbath Time� by Tilden Edwards (Upper Room)


� HYPERLINK "http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0553380117/christianitytoda" \t "_blank" ��Sabbath� by Wayne Muller (Bantam Books)


� HYPERLINK "http://www.christianbook.com/Christian/Books/product/?item_no=956473&p=1006339" \t "_blank" ��Receiving the Day: Christian Practices for Opening the Gift of Time� by Dorothy Bass (Jossey-Bass)


� HYPERLINK "http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1562122398/christianitytoda" \t "_blank" ��Catch Your Breath: God’s Invitation to Sabbath Rest� by Don Postema (CRC Publications) 


—L.M.B. 
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